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Abstract
Education systems around the world have adopted standards-referencing in a move to
provide meaningful information about students’ knowledge and skills on the completion of their
secondary schooling. Standards-referencing systems report student achievement against
predetermined descriptions of performance from which the learning outcomes of a syllabus are
derived. However, the whole credibility of using a standards-referencing system is built upon
teachers being able to determine the correct “image” of what students know and can do as they
create internal school-based assessment tasks. If the wrong image is produced, then the validity
of decisions regarding student performance is reduced and calls into question the credentialling
process. As such, when teachers create assessments, they must ensure that there is alignment
between the cognitive demands of the learning outcomes, assessment question, marking
rubric(s), and performance band descriptors for the course as they operationalise the theoretical
tenets of standards-referencing to maximise the reliability and validity of students’ results.
Evidence suggests this is not occurring, and teachers use an amalgamation of norm-, criterion-,
and standards-referencing assessment practices.
Given these potential differences between current practice and assessment-system
requirements, and the lack of clarity around what exactly the requirements are for teachers’
assessment practices, this thesis first explicates a theoretical assessment process model for
effective assessment in a standards-referencing system, which serves as a blueprint for the
practical support of teachers by clarifying how teachers could effectively create assessments
aligned with the principles of standards-referencing using the New South Wales Higher School
Certificate English course as an example. The thesis also determines the extent to which
teachers’ practices and beliefs adhered to this idealised process. By contrasting current practice
and teacher assessment skills against this process, recommendations are made to identify a
clearer path towards effective assessment and marking practices within the current standardsreferencing system.
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Glossary
Achievement descriptors describe various levels of cognitive achievement within a
marking rubric and an accompanying score or range of scores and are aligned to the
performance band descriptors for HSC courses or their equivalent in younger years.
Analytic marking rubric are used to provide students with more fine-grained feedback
on specific criteria.
Assessment task in Years 7 to 11 means a formal, structured task dictated by the
syllabus that contributes towards grading and reporting purposes.
Developmental continuum is the increasing complexity of the knowledge and skills
required by a subject, such as English, mathematics, and so on, as outlined in the learning
outcomes of a course’s syllabus. A developmental continuum begins with preschool skills and
knowledge and continues through primary, secondary, and tertiary education. It is articulated in
the syllabi for primary and secondary schooling.
Common grade scale describes typical performance for primary and Stage 4 courses of
what students know and can do at various levels in relation to the learning outcomes when
reporting results.
Course is a pattern of study (of the knowledge, skills, and understandings in the
outcomes and content) for a particular learning area (English, mathematics, science,
technologies, human society in its environment, creative arts, physical development health and
physical education, languages, and vocational education and training) designed to meet the
different needs and cognitive demands of students. Each learning area consists of a range of
different courses students can study. For example, the subject of English for the NSW HSC is
divided into several different courses including: English Standard, English Advanced, English
Studies, English Life Skills, English as an Additional Language/Dialect (EAL/D), and English
Extension (with English Extension I and English Extension II courses).
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Course performance descriptors describe typical performance for Stage 5 and Year 11
preliminary courses of what students know and can do at various levels in relation to the
learning outcomes when reporting results.
Criterion-referencing refers to when students’ marks are given meaning by referencing
them to specified criteria.
Curriculum is the study of multiple subjects (alternatively referred to as Key Learning
Areas) such as English, mathematics, science, humanities and social sciences (history and
geography), languages, technologies, and the arts. A curriculum consists of the syllabi and the
corresponding performance standards for each course.
Curriculum standards depict the learning outcomes in each course’s syllabus that
describe what students need to be able to know and do.
Exemplars are samples of student responses in relation to an assessment question
demonstrating various levels of performance and achievement.
Holistic marking rubric is used for impressionistic marking of a large quantity of
student responses when the focus in on giving the students overall nonspecific feedback.
Higher School Certificate (HSC) is the credential awarded at the end of Year 12, the
final year of secondary schooling in NSW.
HSC examination mark is the mark obtained by a student in the HSC examination for a
particular course.
HSC mark is the HSC school assessment mark statistically moderated against the HSC
examination mark that produces a student’s final HSC mark.
HSC school assessment mark is the cumulative result of a student’s internal schoolbased HSC assessment tasks for a course.
Image (of a student) refers to what a teacher thinks they know about a student’s
knowledge and skills.
Internal school-based HSC assessment tasks are assessments created and marked by
teachers at a particular school and cumulatively form the student’s HSC school assessment
mark. In practical terms, the internal school-based HSC assessment tasks do not necessarily
vi

have to be created and marked by a student’s specific teacher but rather any teacher within the
faculty.
Learning outcomes are statements that outline the knowledge and skills students are to
be taught in relation to a specific course.
Marking kit refers to any documents that may explain vague language in a marking
rubric such as exemplars and annotations to enable markers form valid and reliable judgements.
Marking rubric describes the different levels of cognitive skills regarding students’
knowledge and skills in relation to an assessment question. Teachers use a marking rubric to
make their judgements about the quality of the student’s response in relation to the assessment
question.
Norm-referencing refers to when students’ marks are given meaning by referencing
them to those of a comparative group of which the student is a member.
Outcome elaborations details the knowledge and skills inherent in the learning outcomes
and provide teachers with the types of activities and actions that need to be assessed in building
evidence as to how well the learning outcomes are being achieved.
Performance band descriptors are explicit statements of student performance that
describe the levels of achievement along the developmental continuum within the course in
relation to the learning outcomes when reporting HSC results from Band 6 (the highest level) to
Band 1 (the lowest level, the description of which generally indicates the student has achieved
below the minimum level expected).
Performance-level descriptions describe various levels of cognitive performance in
relation to the outcome elaborations of a learning outcome before the creation of the
achievement descriptors in a marking rubric. The performance-level descriptions form a part of
the achievement descriptors.
Performance standards describe how well students have achieved the learning
outcomes against which learning can be described by using all of the following:
1.

performance band descriptors (HSC), course performance descriptors (Stage 5 or Year
11), or common grade scale (primary or Stage 4),
vii

2.

exemplars,

3.

teacher explanations of how exemplars meet the performance band descriptors (or their
equivalent for other stages).
Stage describes year groups that are divided into stages according to the curriculum

authority’s syllabuses. A progression of learning in a subject occurs according to the outcomes
defined for a stage. Kindergarten is Early Stage 1, Years 1 and 2 is Stage 1, Years 3 and 4 is
Stage 2, Years 5 and 6 is Stage 3, Years 7 and 8 is Stage 4, Years 9 and 10 is Stage 5, and Years
11 and 12 is Stage 6.
Standards-referencing refers to when students’ marks are given meaning by referencing
them to predetermined performance standards.
Student achievement contains the score that measures the performance a student
achieves in a course in relation to the performance band descriptor (for HSC courses), course
performance descriptor (for Stage 5 or Year 11), or common grade scale (for primary or Stage
4).
Student performance describes how well a student does without the score attached in
general terms as they progress throughout the course.
Syllabus details the learning outcomes and outcome elaborations for a particular course.
It details the knowledge and skills that are to be taught to students.
Teacher assessment literacy refers to teachers having the skills and knowledge to
conduct valid and reliable assessments as they form and refine images of students.
Theoretical assessment process model is a process model as to how assessment tasks,
especially internal school-based HSC assessment tasks, could be developed to reduce the threats
to validity within standards-referencing.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Context for Study
Standards-referencing was adopted in New South Wales (NSW) in 2001 as a new way to
report student achievement. This method of reporting student achievement occurs by
referencing student performance to predetermined descriptions of performance mapped against
and from which learning outcomes are derived. This contrasts to the previous norm-referencing
approach, which indexed student achievement through reference to the comparative group of
which the student was a member. Current issues in the application of standards-referencing,
however, are nowhere more apparent than in the creation of internal school-based Higher
School Certificate (HSC) assessment tasks and their associated marking rubrics in Year 12,
which marks the end of secondary schooling in NSW. Such assessments are created and marked
by students’ teachers and cumulatively form the student’s HSC school assessment mark along
with high-stakes external HSC examinations.
Specifically, in NSW, students’ school education culminates in the high-stakes external
HSC examinations. These examinations serve two purposes. First, they certify the knowledge,
skills, and understandings a student has achieved after 13 years of education (secondary exit).
Second, the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA)1 provides the results of the
examinations to the University Admissions Centre (UAC) from which university entrance ranks
(Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank, or ATAR) are calculated (tertiary entrance) (Barnes et
al., 2000). This certification assumes that internal school-based HSC assessment tasks, against
which HSC examination marks are statistically moderated, provide an accurate representation of
a student’s abilities. However, when there are threats to the validity of these assessments (that
is, what an assessment aims to measure and the interpretation given to test scores, elaborated
further in section 2.2.2), such as with varying internal school-based assessment tasks that

1

The curriculum authority in NSW has undergone several name changes recently. It has been variously
known as the Board of Studies (BOS), before evolving into the Board of Studies and Teaching Education
Standards (BOSTES) after their amalgamation with the NSW Institute of Teachers and is currently
known as the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA).
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nevertheless contribute equally to a student’s final mark, it calls into question the results of this
certification process (J. W. Looney, 2011).
In NSW, the HSC internal school assessment mark is the cumulative result of a student’s
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks for a course, which are submitted to NESA for
each student in each course. This mark is then statistically moderated by the HSC examination
mark to produce a moderated school-based assessment; this plus the examination mark are
added in the ratio 50:50 to produce a final HSC mark for each student in each HSC course that
they have attempted. The internal school-based assessment component is designed to provide a
more comprehensive “image” of what teachers think students know and can do and to “evaluate
outcomes that are not as effectively measured in the final written examination. It should be
reliable, fair and tailored for the specific course and outcomes” (Board of Studies and Teaching
Education Standards [BOSTES], n.d., p. 15). Statistical moderation of the internal school-based
HSC assessment by the HSC examinations ensures that teachers marking too generously or
harshly, relative to others across the state, cannot unduly advantage or disadvantage their
students’ final HSC marks. Statistical moderation has been necessary because teachers have not
had a clear understanding of the performance band descriptors – predetermined and holistic
descriptions of student performance (elaborated in section 2.3.3) – against which to evaluate
student achievement, and as such, they have been marking according to their own internal
standards (Goss & Hunter, 2015; Santiago et al., 2011). In contrast, in a well-implemented
standards-referencing system, where all teachers are marking to a common set of course
performance descriptors, there is a greater likelihood that statistical moderation would not be
needed for posthoc adjustment of the internal school-based assessment task.
In NSW, NESA’s release of Stage 62 syllabi and draft HSC examination specifications
for 2019 demonstrated its recognition of the need to address a number of examination and

2

Year groups are divided into stages according to the curriculum authority’s syllabi. A progression of
learning in a subject occurs according to the outcomes defined for a stage. Kindergarten is Early Stage 1,
Years 1 and 2 is Stage 1, Years 3 and 4 is Stage 2, Years 5 and 6 is Stage 3, Years 7 and 8 is Stage 4,
Years 9 and 10 is Stage 5, and Years 11 and 12 is Stage 6.
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internal school-based HSC assessment issues made transparent in the transition from a normreferenced3 to a standards-referenced examination. One of these issues was linked to the
requirement in a standards-referenced examination for students to be given the opportunity to
demonstrate the higher order thinking skills that characterise the higher order achievement
levels of a course (J. W. Looney, 2011). Anecdotal evidence suggests that the HSC, because it
is such a high-stakes examination, has relatively predictable questions in their demands from
year to year, as has occurred in New Zealand (Ormond, 2019). This has meant that students can
rote-learn answers, in some cases coming with prepared answers to the HSC examination
(BOSTES, n.d.) and, in doing so, can achieve strong results without providing evidence of
higher order thinking (similar issues are evident in other standards-referencing systems such as
in the United Kingdom and New Zealand; Barrance, 2019; Ormond, 2019). This calls into
question the validity of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks and the external HSC
examination because it is questionable whether a student achieving at the highest level is
genuinely demonstrating the knowledge, skill, and performance required for that level. Through
their new syllabi and examination specifications, NESA is attempting to address this issue by
“posing questions in the external examinations that require a greater depth of analytical skills
will reduce the opportunity for pre-prepared responses” (BOSTES, n.d., p. 16).
A second issue that NESA is trying to address was originally identified in submissions to
the McGaw review of the HSC in the 1990s, that “school-based assessments often were based
on assessment methods resembling the [standardised] pen-and-paper examinations” (Masters,
2002). That is, schools’ internal school-based HSC assessment tasks continue to be designed to
reflect the style and content of the HSC examination questions to better prepare students for the
external examination (BOSTES, n.d.). When this occurs, teachers are usually reducing the
validity of the assessments and external examination because they are reducing the sampling of
the syllabus. That is, they are not taking the opportunity to assess those components of the

3

Norm-referencing is referencing a student’s marks to the cohort in which a student is a member—the
comparative group.
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syllabus that are best assessed with assessment techniques other than the traditional
examinations.
One of the main requirements of a standards-referencing system is that assessments and
examinations must reflect the learning outcomes of the course (J. W. Looney, 2011; van der
Kleij et al., 2018). This requirement is paramount for the system to operate as intended,
reporting student achievement against predetermined performance band descriptors. If the
assessments do not assess learning outcomes, the result does not give a true image of what
students know and can do relative to the course, and the overall assessment lacks validity. Both
issues detract from the validity of students’ results and threaten credibility of the certification
system. While the burden of success for standards-referencing systems does not rest solely with
teachers, this PhD research focuses on teachers’ assessment practices because students complete
multiple teacher-designed assessments throughout their schooling (in contrast to one high-stakes
examination). Moreover, assessments that teachers design are instrumental in accurately
capturing the image of a student relative to the learning outcomes. Finally, how teachers engage
in assessment practices reflects the extent to which the system (which is beyond teachers’
control to change) is working.

1.2 The Problem
The whole credibility of using a standards-referencing system is built upon being able to
determine the “image” of what students know and can do. If the wrong image is produced, the
validity of decisions regarding student performance is reduced and is not “fair” to students. Yet
educational systems that have embraced standards-referencing have often not acknowledged the
importance of providing practical assistance to teachers in relation to the test development and
marking process (van Der Kleij et al., 2018). This lack of practical support results in a lack of
clarity among teachers about the exact requirements of and expected processes for their
assessment practices. Yet teachers working within a standards-referencing assessment system,
such as the NSW HSC, must maximise the reliability (or the extent to which an assessment
produces similar results under similar conditions, discussed in section 2.2.2) and validity of

4

their internal school-based assessment tasks by following a common set of requirements for
their construction. The most important step in this regard is to make sure that the assessments
align to the learning outcomes being assessed, which could be ensured by the following
sequence:
1.

Teachers explore the knowledge and skills inherent in the learning outcomes.

2.

Teachers write assessment questions to assess student progress against learning
outcomes.

3.

Simultaneously, teachers write marking rubrics that link students’ responses to the
achievement descriptors, which describe various levels of achievement within a marking
rubric and may accompany a mark or mark range and the performance standards for the
course.

4.

Students respond to the assessment.

5.

Teachers mark the assessment against the marking rubrics and convert the results into
evidence (i.e., scores).

6.

Teachers integrate this new evidence with the evidence from other assessments and then
make an on-balanced judgement of the performance and subsequent achievement of the
students in relation to the performance band descriptors. In this way, student achievement
is referenced to predetermined performance band descriptors rather than to a cohort
(norm-referencing) or a checklist of behaviours (criterion-referencing).

Indeed, detailed processes designed to maximise the validity of assessments in highstakes, curriculum-based, standards-referencing education systems have been described by
Drazek and Jones (2007), Sharma (2015), Tognolini (2006), and Tognolini and Stanley (2011).
However, as indicated by Cumming and Maxwell (2004), there is evidence that elements of this
process are not occurring, with consequences for the validity of student results generated by
teachers in internal school-based assessments and examiners in high-stakes examinations. The
main problem, according to Cumming and Maxwell (2004), is that teachers are setting and

5

marking internal school-based assessment tasks using an amalgamation of the various
interpretations of norm-, criterion-, and standards-referencing assessment practices, discussed in
section 2.3, which threatens the validity of students’ results and the certification process.

1.3 Purpose and Aims of Research
Given these potential differences between current practice and assessment-system
requirements, and the lack of clarity around what exactly are the requirements for teachers’
assessment practices, this thesis aims to first explicate a theoretical assessment process model
(the Model) for effective assessment in a standards-referencing system, which, in contrast to
conceptual principles, serves as a blueprint for the practical support of teachers by clarifying
how teachers could effectively create assessments aligned with the principles of standardsreferencing, in other words, what steps teachers should take, what these steps look like when
implementing standards-referencing principles into practice, and how to conduct such
processes. While the processes developed in this thesis are applicable to all standardsreferencing assessment systems, and are designed to address the threats to the validity of
internal school-based assessment tasks (which can be extended to examiners) identified in the
previous section above, the context for this study is the NSW Year 12 system. This process
provides a system-aligned way for teachers (and examiners) to generate evidence of students’
knowledge and skills that can then be referenced to the performance band descriptors to arrive
at an overall description of what students know and can do. Specifically, this PhD research
sought to address the following:
1.

How should teachers create assessments and their marking rubrics to adhere to the
requirements of a standards-referencing system, to recognise and address the threats to
validity in such a process, as demonstrated through its application in creating internal
school-based HSC assessment tasks?
A second purpose of this study was to determine the extent to which teachers’ practices

and beliefs adhere to this idealised process. Specifically, the following research questions were
subsequently investigated:
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2.

How do teachers currently create internal school-based HSC assessment tasks and
marking rubrics in their standards-referencing system, and what are the threats to validity
in such a process?

3.

What are teachers’ perceptions of their assessment practices relative to what they actually
do?
By contrasting current practice and teacher assessment skills against this process,

recommendations are made to identify a clearer path towards effective assessment and marking
practices within the current standards-referencing system. Specifically, towards this aim, this
thesis
1.

develops a model that directs the creation and marking of internal school-based
assessment tasks and marking rubrics in a standards-referencing system for teachers,
which reduces threats to validity,

2.

aligns and revises the model on the basis of data collection,

3.

identifies threats to the validity of students’ results in current practices to identify needs
and a path to effective standards-referencing assessment practices.
To achieve these aims, this study focused on English as an exemplar subject since at the

time of study it was the only compulsory subject in NSW. The English courses also provide a
good example of requirements to interpret learning outcomes (which describe what students
need to know and do, discussed in section 2.3.3) and outcome elaborations (the knowledge and
skills inherent in the learning outcomes that need to be assessed, elaborated in section 3.2.2),
performance band descriptors, assessment questions (such as HSC examination questions), and
marking rubrics to achieve a valid standards-referencing assessment result. Despite the focus on
English, these same principles and requirements are applicable across all courses in a standardsreferencing system. As such, it is expected that the results can inform assessment design and
marking processes more broadly because the Model articulated serves to increase the validity of
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teachers’ assessment practices and clearly identify where and how current practices can be
improved.

1.4 Significance of Study
The HSC is based on standards-referencing principles and is just one example of a
worldwide movement towards referencing student achievement to performance standards.
Standards-referencing is proving popular internationally because it allows student cohorts to be
compared over time, even though different examinations have been completed, because the
performance band descriptors remain the same (Bennett, 1998). The results of the current study
are thus expected to be both broadly (e.g., across courses) and internationally (e.g., across
standards-referencing assessment systems) applicable. Despite this interest and worldwide
movement towards standards-referencing, other educational contexts have experienced similar
threats to the validity of students’ assessment results, such as in the United Kingdom and New
Zealand (Barrance, 2019; Ormond, 2019).
A feature of standards-referencing systems is that the marks generated are given meaning
by referencing them to predetermined descriptions of students’ skills, knowledge, and
understandings in the performance band descriptors. This is because a mark has no inherent
meaning on its own; individuals place their own values on what a mark means. For example, the
value attached to a mark of 17 may alter if it is out of 20 or 100. By referring marks to
predetermined performance band descriptors, they are no longer nebulous but anchored to the
knowledge, skills, and understandings socially and culturally valued in a course as determined
by the curriculum authority. A second feature is that when results are expressed in terms of
standards, it empowers the student in the teaching and learning process. That is, when the
marking rubrics are written in language that is meaningful and unambiguous, students know
what they must do to reach the higher levels of performance and move further along the
developmental continuum.
Yet for teachers to write marking rubrics that are meaningful and unambiguous, they need
to understand and acknowledge the cognitive demands of learning outcomes and outcome
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elaborations, how these are reflected in the assessment questions through which students
demonstrate their understanding, the marking rubrics, and finally, in the performance band
descriptors for the course. The marking rubrics need to clearly state the kind of answer that a
marker is expecting and how this is expressed because otherwise, “‘the mark scheme’[4] is
formal and general, and more about the principles that should be followed than a description of
how it could be done” (Pollitt et al., 2008, p. 32, emphasis in original). This thesis provides a
method and recommendations for how teachers can explain the cognitive demands of learning
outcomes to students in marking rubrics that are meaningful to them, enabling students to
understand teachers’ expectations and interpretations of learning outcomes and reducing
misunderstandings and misaligned practices.
A third feature of standards-referencing systems is that teachers are empowered in the
assessment process and held far more accountable than in the past. This is because the evidence
they collect from the assessments must be of a higher quality than in the traditional normreferenced systems. The evidence must indicate what students know and can do in relation to
the learning outcomes for results to be meaningful and for the system to retain its credibility in
the certification process. A clearly articulated process for assessment creation and marking
within a standards-referencing system—such as that developed for this thesis—can inform
educator practices, contributing to more-valid assessment and indices of students’ knowledge,
skills, and abilities. In sum, the Model exists at the intersection of theory and practice,
illustrating how theory could operate in the everyday lives of teachers, students, and schools to
achieve the best outcomes for all involved.

1.5 Summary of Chapters to Follow
The current chapter provided an initial introduction and context to the problem that is the
focus of this thesis, specifically, threats to the validity of standards-referencing assessment
processes of which the NSW HSC serves as an example, including (1) replicating the external
examination for internal school-based assessment tasks, resulting in a reduced sampling of
4

Marking rubric
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learning outcomes, (2) ensuring assessment questions elicit the cognitive demands of learning
outcomes and outcome elaborations, (3) ensuring the cognitive demands of the achievement
descriptors in a marking rubric correspond to the cognitive demands of the assessment
questions, and (4) ensuring alignment between student responses and the marking rubric when
teachers judge the quality of student work.
To elaborate the nature and importance of these issues more broadly, Chapter 2 provides
a review of the literature focusing on the nature and aims of educational assessment, including
issues of reliability and validity, the different systems for appraising student achievement, and
the theoretical shift in norm, criterion, and standards-referencing. Chapter 2 then explores
teacher assessment literacy including initial teacher training courses and persistent trends, and a
lack of teacher recognition of gaps in students’ assessment literacy and the various attempts to
redress this. It continues to examine the impacts of this misalignment between theory and
practice through gaps in teacher understanding of syllabus documentation, sampling, and the
use of external examinations as models for internal school-based assessments; the validity of
internal school-based assessments through creating assessment questions; and the marking
process through the use of marking rubrics, teacher moderation and judgement, and providing
feedback to students. The chapter concludes by considering the tensions within assessment in
English that face teachers as they assess learning outcomes and outcome elaborations.
Chapter 3 outlines the Model developed through and for this thesis research. It begins
with an exploration of how teachers should engage in preparing to construct an assessment and
its associated marking rubric, using HSC English Advanced as an example. The Model then
articulates, using examples, how teachers can deconstruct learning outcomes and their outcome
elaborations, which makes clear how teachers can interpret and align their teaching and
assessment. An exploration of the construction of questions and a marking rubric follows,
aligning cognitive learning taxonomies such as Webb’s depth of knowledge (DOK) to the
Model in order to inform how to administer an assessment and engage in benchmarking, pilot
marking, and assessment marking before returning responses to students and providing
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feedback with an opportunity for students to reattempt the task to demonstrate improvement in
the learning outcomes. The Model becomes the focus of subsequent phases of the research.
Chapter 4 outlines the methods used for this research. It begins by providing an overview
of the mixed-methods exploratory sequential design and associated research questions, the
participants, and data collection approaches and instrumentation. The chapter then surveys the
procedures for data collection before concluding with a plan for analysis in the subsequent
chapter and summary.
Chapter 5 presents the results of this research. These data explore the contradictory
beliefs and practices among teachers and the threats to the validity of their internal school-based
assessment tasks. The chapter begins by presenting the results of the preliminary qualitative
study in accordance with the six stages of the Model and presents the emerging themes in
relation to each of these six stages. The chapter then presents the results from the quantitative
online survey again in accordance with the six stages of the Model before concluding with a
summary of teachers’ beliefs and practices that were consistent or inconsistent with the stages
and substages of the Model.
Chapter 6 concludes the thesis by discussing the Model’s development to emphasise the
relationship process to address Research Question 1 and explores threats to the validity of
students’ results as indicated in the qualitative and quantitative data presented in Chapter 5 to
address Research Questions 2 and 3. To this end, recommendations for the improvement of
teachers’ assessment literacy within standards-referencing systems are made, including how
professional development occurs and what this entails, and considering the study’s limitations
and potential areas of future research and major contributions of this research.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
2.1 Introduction
Any articulation of the nature and requirements of a standards-referencing system, as it
pertains to the Model proposed in this thesis, requires elaboration of the key terms and concepts
of educational assessment, including reliability and validity, the different systems for appraising
student achievement, and the processes that each require. These concepts are often used
inconsistently within and outside education. With a common understanding of these
foundational concepts, the literature on current practice in relation to assessment of students is
then explored.

2.2 Key Terms and Concepts in Educational Assessment
Educational assessment is the process of collecting information, which must be accurate
and useful, about student performance for a variety of purposes (NESA, 2018). In Stage 6,
which is the focus of this thesis, its purposes include assisting student learning by identifying
opportunities for further learning and development; evaluating and improving teaching and
learning programs; providing evidence of student performance, student achievement, and course
completion in Year 11 and Year 12 courses; and providing data for the end-of-school credential
(Record of School Achievement [RoSA]/HSC;5 NESA, 2018). Important distinctions within
educational assessment include the formative and/or summative purposes of the assessment, as
well as the validity and reliability of the data they yield.

2.2.1 Formative and Summative Assessment
The varying purposes of assessment can and do result in conflict for teachers (J. W.
Looney, 2011), in particular, when assessments are used for both formative and summative
purposes (Brevik et al., 2017; Harlen, 2005; A. Looney et al., 2018; Yates & Johnston, 2018).
There is greater emphasis in the literature on the need for teachers to engage in more formative

5

RoSA refers to the Record of School Achievement, an award provided at the end of Year 10 when
students are typically 15 to 16 years old.
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assessment to promote improved student performance and lifelong learning (van Der Kleij et al.,
2018). However, in the case of the curriculum authority in NSW, van Der Kleij et al. (2018)
contended that the “generic advice offered for formative assessment is limited and may be
interpreted by teachers as interim summative assessment” (p. 631). Therefore, while
theoretically there may be a distinction between formative and summative assessment, in
reality, one assessment may serve both purposes (although it is likely that the reporting
requirements for certification purposes gained through summative assessment are prioritised
over formative assessment).
While theoretically there are a range of assessment purposes, Harlen (2005) challenged
the extent to which teachers are prepared to venture far from traditional high-stakes examination
formats and purposes:
Unless teachers are prepared for taking advantage of the autonomy that is theoretically
available to them, the tendency is for them to interpret ongoing or continuous assessment as a
series of tests. Although these are teacher-made, they tend to emulate the form and scope of
external tests. This seems to be particularly so when the teachers’ assessment is a component
of a summative assessment, with the remainder (often more than 50%) coming from an
examination. (p. 249)

This makes explicit the influence that external high-stakes examinations have on internal
school-based assessment tasks, which may merely become a series of cumulative summative
assessments in relation to the different topics taught (“modules” in HSC English courses). This
replication of external examination content and structure defeats the purpose of the internal
school-based assessment tasks, which were introduced to broaden coverage of the curriculum6
(and thereby increase the validity of students’ results from the external examination such as the

6

A curriculum is the study of multiple subjects (alternatively referred to as Key Learning Areas) such as
English, mathematics, science, humanities and social sciences (history and geography), languages,
technologies, and the arts. A curriculum consists of the syllabi and the corresponding performance
standards for each course.
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HSC) by assessing those components of the curriculum that are not readily assessable by
examinations (BOSTES, 2018; Goss & Hunter, 2015).
In a standards-referencing system, as is the context for the HSC in NSW, assessments are
designed to provide information that results in teachers forming “images” of how well their
students are learning and understanding the course content. These images are then generally
confirmed or challenged by data obtained through informal and formal assessment methods,
which vary from unstructured to structured (Tognolini & Stanley, 2011). Unstructured informal
assessment methods include classroom observations and student participation in class (as
assumed by the extent to which students ask questions in class, how well they work and interact
with their peers, etc.). For example, a student who may appear disengaged with the content and
tasks set in class may perform extremely well in a test situation, indicating that perhaps they are
not being academically challenged in class.
While the terms “assessment” and “testing” are often used interchangeably, the former is
broader in scope than the latter because it also considers other means of determining a student’s
knowledge or skills than a traditional pen-and-paper test. Assessment subsumes testing in
addition to other means of collecting information about students’ skills and knowledge, such as
oral presentations, performances, visual representations, research, and so on. Testing is just one
way of collecting information about students. As a formal process, it is a structured method. In
NSW, NESA (2018) defines tests to be “of limited scope (i.e., include a small number of
content areas or topics or modules)” (p. 5), whereas “examinations” are formal and written and
“defined as a task such as a Half Yearly, Yearly or Trial HSC Examination completed during a
designated examination period. It is undertaken individually, under supervised examination
conditions and includes one or more unseen questions” (p. 5).
Evidence of student achievement accumulates with each internal school-based assessment
task. This involves a teacher’s professional judgement as they form an image of each student
with respect to a developmental continuum. The information a teacher gains from the
assessment of student performance provides evidence of a student’s knowledge, skills, and
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abilities (which will always only be derived from a subsample of all possible assessment
questions). This evidence is usually then assigned a number, thus becoming a “measurement” to
represent a student’s position along the developmental continuum underlying the performance,
and indicates how much of the property being assessed is present (Tognolini & Stanley, 2007).
This measurement of student achievement in courses, according to the current standardsreferencing system, is then ascribed meaning by aligning it to a set of performance band
descriptors via a professional value judgement, which makes explicit the level of achievement
that best characterises the performance.
Each course in the NSW HSC has mandated assessment requirements for internal schoolbased HSC assessment tasks that contribute to a student’s final HSC mark. In the case of the
English Advanced course, the mandated requirements for internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks that teachers must adhere to are outlined in Assessment and Reporting in
English Advanced Stage 6 (NESA, 2018; see Figures 2.1 and 2.2), wherein it is stated that
different forms of communication are expected to be assessed throughout the course. These
communication forms (“modes”)7 include listening, speaking, reading, writing, viewing, and
representing.

A mode is defined in the NSW English Advanced Stage 6 syllabus as “the various processes of
communication: listening, speaking, reading, writing, viewing and representing. Modes are also used to
refer to the semiotic (meaning-making) resources associated with these communicative processes, for
example sound, print, image and gesture (see language modes)” (p. 70).
7
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Figure 2.1
NESA Assessment Requirements for Year 12 English Advanced Part 1
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Figure 2.2
NESA Assessment Requirements for Year 12 English Advanced Part 2

Currently there are no specified assessment weightings for each mode, which means that
teachers may vary the emphasis they place on certain modes at the expense of others. This is a
change from the previous syllabus where weightings were mandated: reading 25%, writing
30%, listening 15%, speaking 15%, and viewing or representing 15%.
The modes of reading, viewing, and writing are easily assessed under examination
conditions by using traditional pen-and-paper tests to assess comprehension of short stories,
poetry, painting, and creative and essay writing, and so on. However, other modes, such as
representing, speaking, and listening, are not as easily assessed under examination conditions.
The Stage 6 syllabi for English implemented from 2018 requires multimodal assessment
(implying an expectation that different modes will be combined); for example, students may be
asked to present a speech alongside a multimedia or visual presentation, or students could be
assessed by performing an excerpt of a play, performance poetry, or their own podcast.
Alternatively, speaking and listening could be assessed, for example, through a mock interview.
Listening could also be assessed by having students listen to an extract of a text and answering
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comprehension questions or listening to an analysis of a text and using it to form their own
written evaluation of a text. All these alternative methods of assessment have the potential to
contribute to the validity of the final HSC mark by ensuring greater coverage of each course’s
syllabus. In the case of the HSC English Advanced course, for example, students study four
different modules: the Year 12 common module, Texts and Human Experiences; Module A,
Textual Conversations; Module B, Critical Study of Literature; and Module C, The Craft of
Writing (although Module C can be studied concurrently with the other modules). On the basis
of their study, students complete a “formal” (ultimately summative) internal school-based HSC
assessment task. At the end of the course, these marks are weighted, and this cumulative mark is
submitted to NESA as their HSC school assessment mark to be moderated against their HSC
examination. In practice, internal school-based assessment tasks thus in actuality become a
series of “tests” (regardless of the assessment mode) that students must pass because they
emulate the aspects of the structure of external examinations (Harlen, 2005). The effect of
students constantly engaging in numerous internal school-based HSC assessment tasks for each
course studied is one of the reasons NESA reduced the number of internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks that students had to complete (BOSTES, n.d.).
While there is scope in the syllabus for alternative methods of assessment that would
broaden the scope of the images formed of students, the syllabus itself also allows for teachers
to replicate the timing and structure of the HSC examination for the trial HSC examination that,
as its name suggests, is a practice HSC examination (see Figure 2.2). As discussed in the
literature, teachers then emulate this replication of the structure and types of questions used in
external examinations, which are limited in their ability to effectively assess students’ higher
order thinking skills (Barrance, 2019; BOSTES, 2018; J. W. Looney, 2011). This means that
even if a student achieves highly, it cannot be concluded with confidence that they possess the
knowledge and skills of the highest performance band descriptor. Additionally, although a test
may be limited in scope in what it assesses, a series of tests undertaken at different times may
simply be an examination that has been pulled apart with one section tested at a time, with the
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same skills assessed regardless of the mode and learning outcomes being assessed. Students
may also be given the assessment ahead of time, prepare for it, and complete it in silence with
teachers supervising (Barrance, 2019). In this manner, teachers can simultaneously assess each
module while preparing students for (by paralleling) the external examination. Although the
literature may distinguish between terms and their use (NESA, 2018), it does not necessarily
follow that teachers distinguish between terms such as assessment and examination in theory or
in practice.

2.2.2 Reliability and Validity
Issues of reliability and validity are considered important within the realm of assessment,
albeit with discrepant understandings and applications. Psychometricians think of validity and
reliability in statistical terms that, for teachers, “feels removed from the day-to-day realities of
instruction” (Whittington, 1999, p. 15), although McNamara and Knoch (2012) argued that
psychometricians should also use the “expertise of subject specialists” (p. 571). For instance,
Shapley and Bush (1999) explored the reliability, validity, and implications of a reading and
language arts portfolio assessment used in Dallas public schools as an optional assessment for
students in prekindergarten to Year 2. They found that the portfolio assessment lacked
reliability and validity because students’ work samples were not standardised, and “many
portfolios had inadequate numbers of work samples or were filled with work samples that did
not provide worthwhile learning experiences for children” (p. 128). Further, the research found
issues with the marking rubrics, and teachers had inadequate training to ensure reliable and
valid inferences about student achievement. Similarly, Rea-Dickins and Gardner’s (2000) study
of nine inner-city primary schools implementing an Early Years Intervention Project to address
problems in English, especially for students for whom English was a second language, raised
concerns regarding the reliability and validity of their formative assessments because “different
sampling contexts provide different types and amounts of language” (p. 236). Meier et al.’s
(2006) study of Year 8 mathematics teachers who attended a 2-day workshop to pilot mark and
align students’ responses to a marking rubric for a state board of education found not only did
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different teachers have variable levels of expertise with marking rubrics but also the types of
assessment and teacher understanding of the content affected teachers’ inter-rater reliability.
Furthermore, Meier et al. (2006) made the point that “if incorrect responses were judged as
exceeding standards, it is also possible that students with correct responses were judged as
being incorrect, and not meeting state standards” (p. 91).
Within Australia, Hay and Macdonald’s (2008) study of two senior secondary physical
education teachers from two different schools in Queensland found that although teachers’
assessment practices were consistent with the syllabus, when teachers reflected on their
assessment practices, “the internalised criteria and standards served as alternative criteria and
standards that were constituted by elements of the official documents as well as the teachers’
values, beliefs and expectations” (p. 163, emphasis in original). Hay and Macdonald (2008)
contended that such approaches impacted the reliability and validity of students’ results because
they were not based on the learning outcomes in the syllabus. However, these are key concepts
that need to be carefully considered by teachers as they make both formal and informal
decisions in the assessment process, including development of the instrument; administering,
scoring, and interpreting results; formulating a grade; sharing results with others; and using the
results to inform the teaching and learning process (Cizek, 2000; Davison & Leung, 2009;
Whittington, 1999). Looking across the literature as a whole, Harlen’s (2005) review of 30
studies that focused on teachers’ reliability (12 studies) and validity (18 studies) in summative
assessments found evidence of low reliability (consistent with traditional tests) and low validity.
These examples highlight concerns regarding the reliability and validity of teachercreated assessments. “Reliability” refers to the expectation that an assessment produces similar
and replicable results when administered under similar conditions. “Validity” questions if the
assessment measures what it aims to measure (Messick, 1989). According to Kane (1992),
validity concerns the interpretations given to test scores rather than the actual scores themselves
(e.g., whether an assessment of mathematical word problems be interpreted as a reflection of a
student’s numeracy, literacy, or both). Lynch (1997) argued that a good test would also consider
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the consequences of its use. The test, per se, may be assessing what it purports to measure, but
the results can be misused, such as linking the marks students achieve on tests to teacher pay.
This detracts from the assessment’s validity. For Kane (1992), “The most basic inference in
interpreting a score is that the score results from an instance of the measurement procedure” (p.
529). Thus, in NSW and every inter/national jurisdiction wherein teachers are empowered to
produce internal school-based assessment tasks to contribute to the exit credentials of their
school systems, teachers must create reliable and valid assessments (and associated marking
rubrics) so the results from internal school-based assessment tasks provide information that
contribute to the validity of the final combined mark. The validity of the HSC assessment and
its results more specifically are thus dependent upon the validity of the internal school-based
HSC assessment task and its results. That is, internal school-based assessment tasks must assess
the cognitive traits that they are supposed to assess, which is more than just those learning
outcomes that are best assessed by pen-and-paper examinations.

2.3 Different Systems for Appraising Student Achievement
The evolution of different systems for appraising student achievement has been
characterised by shifts in educational policy as a result of societal change. The emergence of a
globalised community and economy has resulted in economic values informing the foundations
of education policy, resulting in an emphasis on “production of human capital in order to ensure
the competitiveness of the national economy in the global context” (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith,
2014, p. 12). Students’ achievement of performance band descriptors is thus politically linked to
a country’s economic growth, with governments conforming to public demand for greater
transparency within education (Goss & Hunter, 2015; Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2014).
Examinations are often the prevalent form of summative assessment for reporting
purposes in many countries around the world. To interpret the results of these examinations,
numerous countries are moving towards standards-referencing as they implement changes in
their curriculum. These include India (Sharma, 2015), New Zealand (Ormond, 2019) with its
adoption of national standards for literacy and numeracy, Canada with its aim to improve
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assessment practices within education (Klenowski, 2013), and Brazil, Chile, Germany, Korea,
Mexico, Norway, the United Kingdom, and the United States (Pont, 2013). This shift in how
meaning is ascribed to students’ achievement is not the first. Indeed, educational systems in
Australia and around the world have progressed through numerous systems as they strive to
accurately capture and describe student achievement. These different approaches include normreferencing and criterion-referencing, prior to the more recent evolution to standardsreferencing. The NSW education system moved from norm-referencing directly to standardsreferencing in 2001.
While requirements and practices in the current standards-referencing system are the
focus of this thesis, it is important to understand prior systems and the practices they required.
The next section describes the most common ways that marks are given meaning and discusses
advantages and disadvantages of each system. It also provides some of the requirements of such
systems, the vestiges of which may still permeate current educational practices.

2.3.1 Giving Meaning to Student Achievement: Norm-Referencing
Prior to the adoption of standards-referencing in 2001, students’ HSC marks were given
meaning by referencing them to those of a comparative group—that is, the cohort in which the
student was a member—referred to as norm-referencing. One of the main advantages of normreferencing is that the marks, grades, or awards are distributed and interpreted in the same way
from situation to situation (i.e., year to year, subject to subject). For example, a distinction
(generally corresponding to a mark of 75) was usually awarded each year to those students who
were in the top 20% of the group taking a course examination. Similarly, a mark of 50 was set
to be the pass mark by assigning it to the highest mark of the bottom 30% of students. This
meant, for example, that each year, 20% of students in a course received a distinction, and 30%
failed. This approach to giving marks meaning is, around the world, the method most used by
examining authorities to report assessment results. Often, however, students do not realise that
the marks that they have been awarded have been adjusted (scaled) by referencing them to the
achievement of the norming group (Tognolini & Stanley, 2007).
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There are numerous limitations associated with referencing marks to the performance of
the group. One obvious weakness is that the result has no reference to any description of
achievement (Tognolini & Stanley, 2007). While the examination itself (or any assessment, for
that matter) can provide a wealth of content information, the resulting report only indicates the
location of the student relative to the comparative (norming) group. It provides little meaningful
information about what students know and can do. Indeed, it is plausible that a student who is in
the bottom 30% when compared to their peers could be meeting the course’s expected learning
outcomes. Indeed, Darling-Hammond and Falk (1997) pointed out that norm-referenced tests
are constructed to produce a ranking. Consequently, questions are chosen because they have
discriminatory power: test-makers throw out questions to which too many, too few, or the
wrong subset of children know the answer, even if the questions might be good measures of
what we want students to know. (p. 192)

In NSW, the only official record of achievement after 13 years of schooling is the HSC. If
the achievement is referenced only to the group, at the end of 13 years of school, students would
have a record of achievement that says, “You have beaten 50% of the group who sat the
course”. Yet many teachers and most of the public want students to be assessed to see what they
know and can do (Peddie, 1992). Currently, where the intention is to track lifelong learning, a
report that effectively ranks only an individual student’s performance is of limited value. These
concerns led to a search for more appropriate ways of reporting student achievement that better
capture an “image” of students’ knowledge and skills. The next section considers an alternative
way to ascribe meaning to test scores.

2.3.2 Giving Meaning to Student Achievement: Criterion-Referencing
Theoretically, in an attempt to better capture the image of what students know and can
do, there was a move in education circles (although not adopted for the NSW HSC) to reference
students’ results to specified criteria. This was called criterion-referencing (Popham, 1978). One
of the main advantages of criterion-referencing was that it produced an image (in very detailed
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form) of what students knew and could do in relation to what was being assessed in the
assessment.
By aiming to become more objective and transparent, criterion-referencing introduced a
tendency to define criteria so minutely as to become unfeasible for teachers to accurately collate
them into a meaningful understanding of student achievement (Sadler, 2005). This resulted in
each criterion becoming isolated from the others (i.e., evaluated separately and as distinct
knowledge or skill) at the expense of the integration of skills and knowledge. Therefore, it did
not immediately follow that a high-scoring student could demonstrate complex, abstract
learning outcomes on the basis of their aptitude, but instead reflected atomised learning
behaviours. Stinson (2000) concurred that it is vital for a student to demonstrate the whole
learning outcome—because that is where the complexity lies—and not as a reduced set of
individualised pieces of knowledge and subskills. However, criterion-referencing did go some
way towards reporting an image of a student derived from learning and assessment processes.
Very few large-scale, curriculum-based, high-stakes examinations adopted criterionreferencing to give marks meaning. The main reason is that reporting on each of the objectives
made the process cumbersome and unwieldly. A second reason is that reporting student
achievement against each criterion (behavioural objective) initiates a question regarding how
often the students must demonstrate that they have achieved the criterion in order to say they
have actually “mastered” the criterion. While setting such a level of proficiency is problematic,
it is also difficult to set examination papers of constant difficulty that enables students to
demonstrate a consistent level of proficiency. At the classroom level, the process usually
degenerates into teachers monitoring performance against behavioural objectives, using a
system of “ticks and crosses” in a mechanistic way (Tognolini & Stanley, 2007). More recently,
systems have moved away from criterion-referencing as a way to give marks meaning and
instead use the notion of performance standards, where student achievement is given meaning
by reporting it against performance band descriptors (Tognolini & Stanley, 2007).
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2.3.3 Giving Meaning to Student Achievement: Standards-Referencing
Many education systems around the world, including Australia and other countries such
as the United Kingdom, New Zealand, China, India, Brazil, Germany, Norway, and the United
States (Pont, 2013), have introduced a different way to give meaning to student achievement.
Theoretically, it builds upon criterion-referencing, but instead of referencing achievement to the
myriad segmented knowledge and skills that comprise the curriculum, course, or subject, the
achievement is referenced to predetermined holistic descriptions of performance, using learning
outcomes known as performance (achievement) standards. In the NSW HSC, these are referred
to as performance band descriptors, which are explicit statements of student performance that
describe levels of achievement along a developmental continuum of learning outcomes for the
course, from Band 6 (the highest level) to Band 1 (the lowest level, the description of which
generally indicates the student has achieved below the minimum level expected). The learning
outcomes, or syllabus standards in the case of NSW, from which developmental continua are
specified, describe what students need to know and do. These two key components operate
interdependently to distinguish between the learning outcomes (syllabus standards) and
achievement of those learning outcomes (performance standards). This is referred to as
standards-referencing (Bennett et al., 2012; NESA, n.d.; NSW Education Standards Authory
[NESA] Assessment Certification Examination [ACE], n.d.).
Standards-referencing was adopted in NSW in 2001 to report students’ achievement in
the HSC; however, prior to this, student achievement was reported according to normreferencing principles (Stanley & Tognolini, 2008). One of the main differences between normand standards-referencing is that, with the latter, it is theoretically possible for all students to
achieve the highest standard. However, as Tognolini and Stanley (2007) noted, “In practice this
is unlikely because the standards have generally been constructed drawing on the experience of
normative data. In other words, norms generally underpin performance standards” (p. 131).
Performance standards describe how well students have achieved the learning outcomes against
which learning can be described by using all the following:
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1.

performance band descriptors (HSC), course performance descriptors (Stage 5 or Year
11), or common grade scale (primary or Stage 4),

2.

exemplars,

3.

teacher explanations of how exemplars meet the performance band descriptors (or their
equivalent for other stages).

As part of the introduction of standards-referencing in NSW in 2001, the curriculum
authority commenced developing the descriptions of increasing levels of performance for each
course, which would serve as “a set of ‘standards’ against which students’ examination
performances and school assessments could be mapped and reported” (Masters, 2002, p. 6).
Initially, this began with considering the questions in the 1996 and 1997 HSC examinations “to
identify the area of the syllabus addressed by each question and the knowledge and skills
required to answer that question” (Masters, 2002, p. 7). After a process of refinement,
curriculum and assessment officers mapped these descriptions to the new HSC learning
outcomes in a course’s syllabus and, if required, learning outcomes or performance band
descriptors were modified (Masters, 2002). It is important to note here that the construction of
the performance band descriptors for standards-referencing occurred during a period of normreferencing. This is important because it makes explicit the relationship between norm- and
standards-referencing; that is, underpinning each standard, there is generally a norm.
The syllabus describes—through its statement of aims, objectives, learning outcomes, and
outcome elaborations—what is developed and needs to be understood in an area of learning for
students to be able to demonstrate the performance band descriptors. Teaching, learning, and
assessment are then based on the syllabus. Because there is a direct alignment between the
syllabus and performance band descriptors, a starting point for the construction of courses
should be the performance band descriptors. That is, courses must be written to enable students
to demonstrate the performance band descriptors. Teachers should also teach courses and assess
students against performance band descriptors on which student achievement will be reported.
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This means that it is possible to monitor cross-temporal changes in performance against
performance band descriptors even with changes in the course content. It is also possible to
compare performance on a number of different courses (within a subject). For example, it is
possible to have performance band descriptors written more generally for science and compare
the relative performance of different courses within science (e.g., biology, chemistry, physics)
even though they are based on different syllabi. The same applies to English, where
performance band descriptors for English can be used to report the performance of students
across courses (standard and advanced English, English studies). Having performance band
descriptors written specifically for a course, however, means that the results can only be
compared across time for that course.
In most systems, the starting point for the implementation of standards-referencing has
traditionally been the syllabus. The performance band descriptors are then constructed to align
with the syllabus. In NSW, the development of new two-unit courses in 1998 occurred by
incorporating learning outcomes from the previous discontinued three units, with some of the
learning outcomes from the discontinued “general” courses implemented in the new syllabi of
two-unit courses (Masters, 2002). This meant that there was a “reshuffling” of learning
outcomes to create “new” syllabi, and the performance band descriptors were written
accordingly (as described above). This has created a number of problems when trying to write
examinations (and internal school-based HSC assessment tasks) as there has not been good
alignment between the syllabus and the performance band descriptors. Generally, the highest
performance band descriptors use terms that reflect the highest levels of cognitive functioning
that have not been written into the “old” syllabus. Indeed, Masters’ (2002) review of the HSC
examination procedures for 2001 highlighted stakeholders’ concerns in relation to the glossary
of key terms developed by the curriculum authority to ensure consistency of understanding
regarding expectations for teachers and students in learning outcomes, performance band
descriptors, and examination questions. While there were concerns relating to the rigid
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adherence of the glossary to various disciplines, other concerns outlined in Masters’ (2002)
review included the following:
• there was sometimes an inconsistency between the verb used in the syllabus outcome and the
higher-order behaviour required by the examination (eg, ‘evaluate’ as opposed to ‘discussed’);
• the mark values of questions did not always reflect the demands inherent in the verbs (eg,
questions requiring students to ‘describe’ could be worth more than questions requiring
students to ‘analyse’); and
• some examinations used verbs that were outside the glossary, or used verbs incorrectly. (p. 24)

This means there is generally a mismatch between the evidence from HSC examinations
and internal school-based HSC assessment tasks and the performance band descriptors because
there is misalignment between the cognitive demands of the examination questions (which
teachers replicate in their internal school-based assessment tasks; Masters, 2002) and the
cognitive demands in the performance band descriptors.
Ideally, for a student in NSW to achieve the performance band descriptors at the highest
levels, it is imperative that a teacher understands the cognitive demands and complexities
required by each learning outcome (including the outcome elaborations) both individually and
collectively. Moreover, a teacher must determine how to best teach the skills, knowledge, and
understandings that enable students to demonstrate their achievement against the performance
band descriptors. In sum, for a standards-referencing system to operate effectively, it requires
the following:
a.

a syllabus aligned with predetermined performance band descriptors,

b.

syllabi containing explicit aims, objectives, learning outcomes, and associated outcome
elaborations,

c.

teaching and learning programs designed to assist students to achieve the performance
standards via the syllabus,
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d.

capacity building of teachers to design and use assessments and marking rubrics to
capture the “image” of the student along the developmental continuum of a syllabus’
learning outcomes, where students know what is expected of them,

e.

student assessment results referenced to the predetermined performance band descriptors
(Sharma, 2015; Tognolini, 2006; Tognolini & Stanley, 2007).
A fundamental element in the success of standards-referencing systems is that classroom

practices and assessments align with the learning outcomes and performance band descriptors,
“and to use the information derived from the assessments to improve learning” (Sharma, 2015,
p. 17). The role of prior-year assessments and internal school-based assessment tasks is
generally to “add” to the image a teacher has of a student. It can either reinforce a teacher’s
image about what a student can or cannot do, or it can provide new data for this image. The
result is to impact the teaching and learning cycle because a teacher may need to modify aspects
of teaching and learning to extend or reinforce concepts and skills being taught. Further, when
feedback for students from internal school-based assessment tasks are referenced to the
achievement descriptors of the marking rubric, this can reinforce where student achievement is
currently located and indicate what is required to progress along the developmental continuum.
These characteristics of an effective standards-referencing system help the teacher and student
understand what is required to move further along the developmental continuum in each area of
learning. Assessments are thus critical to the process of enabling students to monitor their
progress along the developmental continuum.
A final strength of standards-referencing systems is that prespecification of achievement
descriptors in a marking rubric allows students’ work to be marked strictly against the marking
criteria (Freiberg, 2008). This minimises the subjective judgements of the assessors and
comparisons to the achievements of other students, which characterised the previous normreferencing approach. In standards-referencing, since the standards remain constant, it enables
students’ achievements of predefined learning outcomes to be monitored over time; however,
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this necessitates that assessments and marking rubrics created by teachers are closely aligned to
learning outcomes (Tognolini & Stanley, 2007).
The changing nature of assessment in Australia has thus necessitated growth in teachers’
assessment literacy. For standards-referencing to operate as intended, it requires certain
structures and processes to be in place. If any of these are absent, it can call into question the
validity of students’ assessment results and the certification and credentialling process; that is,
we cannot be certain that students possess the skills and knowledge it is claimed they have.
Therefore, teaching practice that is informed by these results would also be misaligned to
students’ progress and needs. One of the most important vehicles to support this preservice and
in-service development is teacher training and preparation to assess within a standardsreferencing framework, although to date it appears that these supports have not been adequately
leveraged to foster essential aspects of teachers’ assessment literacy.

2.4 Teacher Assessment Literacy
The research literature indicates a persistent gap in teachers’ assessment literacy, even
though it is widely acknowledged that teachers must be able to assess and evaluate student
performance and student achievement (Dorr-Bremme, 1983; Gullickson, 1985; Lam, 2019;
Mayo, 1970; Popham, 2009; Roeder, 1972; Schafer & Lissitz, 1987; Wise et al., 1991). These
low levels of teacher assessment literacy are not a product of the shift to standards-referencing
but have been noted in the context of norm- and criterion-referencing (Duncan & Noonan, 2007;
Llosa, 2008; Lynch, 1997; McMillan, 2001). This is significant because it suggests that not only
do teachers struggle with the requirements of maximising validity and reliability of assessments,
but also, when there is a change from norm- to standards-referencing principles, as is the case in
NSW, teachers often do not immediately or necessarily adjust their assessment practices to meet
the demands of the new framework (Cumming & Maxwell, 2004). Traditionally, there has been
little preparation for teachers to understand assessment, especially to assess and mark in a
standards-referencing system (Tognolini & Stanley, 2007; van Der Kleij et al., 2018). This
culminates in practices that have negative consequences due to misalignment between theory
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and practice (Livingston & Hutchinson, 2017; J. W. Looney, 2011). This raises questions of
validity of the assessment process and certification of students’ results due to
a.

replicating the format and content of the externally set examinations for internal schoolbased assessment tasks, enabling students to rote-learn responses (BOSTES, n.d.),

b.

a reduced sampling of learning outcomes that are appropriately assessed in internal
school-based assessment tasks (Barnes et al., 2000; Masters, 2002; Ormond, 2019),

c.

a lack of assessment understanding to ensure that the cognitive demands of learning
outcomes in assessment questions correspond to the cognitive demands of achievement
descriptors in teacher-created marking rubrics (Masters, 2002; Pollitt et al., 2008),

d.

a lack of professional dialogue and collaboration among teachers reaching a consensus on
what they want students to demonstrate and how they want them to do this (Grainger &
Adie, 2014; Wyatt-Smith et al., 2017).

2.4.1 Initial Teacher Training Courses and Persistent Needs
Teacher training courses have not, for many years, adequately prepared teachers with
skills in assessment (Brevik et al., 2017; Cizek, 2000). This trend is paralleled worldwide,
irrespective of how education systems report student achievement and other changes in pre- and
in-service learning (Livingston & Hutchinson, 2017). For instance, Mayo’s (1970) survey found
that the primary concern of educational measurement courses was question writing, with some
focus on the analysis of questions and choosing standardised tests. It was debated whether
measurement competency could be developed in initial teacher education programs “if their
only exposure is as part of another course, such as the educational psychology or methods
course” (Mayo, 1970, p. 3) and if teachers were doomed to flounder until they returned for
further postgraduate study on assessment and evaluation. Schafer and Lissitz’s (1987) survey of
707 member institutions of the American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, which
trains the majority of U.S. teaching graduates, similarly found a large proportion of educators
received minimal training in assessment and measurement methods (although there were
variations for individual programs such as school counselling and special education coursework,
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which required formal measurement coursework as a requirement for state certification). This
gap persisted into the 1990s, as reported by O’Sullivan and Chalnick (1991), although they
noted the possibility of measurement coursework for teachers’ recertification as a way to
implement improvements in this area. Stiggins (1995) later found that although approximately
half of practising teachers in the United States at the time undertook an educational
measurement course, few teachers found their studies useful for their practices in assessing
student performance and achievement. Popham (2009) argued that most teachers do not have
the requisite skills in educational measurement because it is not a requirement of their initial
teacher training and, at best, they may have been exposed to educational measurement concepts
through an educational psychology or methods class.
Most recently, Brevik et al. (2017) confirmed the continued lack of assessment education
in preservice teacher education. In the Australian context, Goss and Hunter’s (2015) Grattan
Institute report supported the notion that Australian teaching graduates often lack understanding
of assessment literacy stating, “unfortunately, many teachers in Australia struggle to accurately
interpret curriculum standards and use them to evaluate students’ learning” (p. 12). Goss and
Hunter (2015) further remark that:
For all the rhetoric about the need for teachers to target teaching to individual students, relatively
few are taught how to do this effectively in the classroom…initial teacher education courses
generally do not do enough to train teachers in the theory or practice of collecting and interpreting
robust evidence about learning. (p.15)

In contrast, Cowie and Cooper (2017) argued that student teachers need mathematical and
statistical literacy to be effective users of assessment since teachers need to be able to use and
interpret student achievement and drive instructional decisions. Teachers need to be able to
understand how to use data, including assigning grades, grade inflation, and communicating
about student results (Cizek, 2000), especially when diagnosing where and how students require
assistance (J. W. Looney, 2011). Mellatt and Khademi (2018) noted the irony that, during an
age of increased emphasis on assessment, universities do not mandate educational measurement
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courses for preservice teachers who themselves report feeling unprepared to assess students’
learning.
Recent work on preservice teacher education programs aims to integrate university
coursework on assessment with practical applications in the classroom (Hill et al., 2017;
Schneider & Bodensohn, 2017; Wyatt-Smith et al., 2017) and track teachers’ assessment
literacy (Edwards, 2017). These trends in initial teacher education also recognise that in addition
to measurement literacy (Cowie & Cooper, 2017), there also needs to be a focus on assessment
concepts, including the importance of reliable and valid information about student performance,
the need to clearly identify the purpose and intended uses of assessments, distinguishing
between instruction and evaluation, and teachers’ acquisition of certain technical skills (e.g.,
constructing items and tasks to assess higher order thinking skills and constructing marking
rubrics that link students’ results on the tasks to performance band descriptors; Cizek, 2000).
Other suggestions include understanding the various forms and purposes of assessment (Hill et
al., 2017), moderation practices (Grainger & Adie, 2014; Wyatt-Smith et al., 2017), how and
when to provide feedback to students (Brevik et al., 2017; Grainger & Adie, 2014), and
engaging in self-assessment to improve teaching (Brevik et al., 2017). There have been attempts
to address a number of these suggestions within the Australian context, through the Australian
Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) providing explanations and videos of
practice and in NSW, and through NESA, providing some explanations of standards-referencing
assessment practices.
There is evidence that these efforts in preservice teacher education programs are well
placed. For instance, Grainger and Adie (2014) found that teacher education students who
engaged in assessment practices as part of their study—without explicit instruction into the
requirements of the standards-referencing system—suggested “that they had not yet developed a
full understanding of standards-referencing assessment as involving shared understanding of a
standard in order to reach consensus” (p. 96), a sentiment echoed by Andrews (2003). For
student teachers, learning how to moderate and reach a shared consensus also involves them
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distinguishing between the ideal level of achievement of a performance standard and the
minimum level of student achievement of a performance standard in order to avoid “high
expectations as the minimum requirements” (Wyatt-Smith et al., 2017, p. 263). Subsequently,
novice teachers also need to be able to learn how to articulate gradations of quality on the
assessed construct and how to articulate the strength and weaknesses in student work in relation
to the learning outcomes being assessed and achievement descriptors in a marking rubric. In
Australia, although “few universities offer dedicated assessment courses” (Grainger & Adie,
2014, p. 97) for teachers, many Australian universities are making substantial efforts to prepare
their tertiary academic staff to be effective assessors, how to align assessment with learning
outcomes, and how to construct analytic marking rubrics to provide effective feedback to
students (University of New South Wales [UNSW], n.d.). Teachers who have high assessment
literacy can be effective users of measurement methods in the teaching and learning cycle
because they can evaluate and respond to assessment results and make ongoing decisions to
improve students’ learning in the middle of a course (Mellatt & Khademi, 2018). Yet this is by
no means a common skillset among Australian educators (Goss & Hunter, 2015; Grainger &
Adie, 2014).

2.4.2 Teacher Recognition (or Not) of Knowledge Gap in Assessment Literacy and
Attempts to Redress This
From the above discussion, it is clear that teachers require specific knowledge and skills
to be effective users of assessment and to make appropriate and valid decisions regarding
student performance and achievement. Since initial teacher training is currently idiosyncratic or
nonexistent in the Australian context, this results in different assessment practices and beliefs
among teachers. Yet teachers must engage in assessment practices regardless of their
assessment literacy. For teachers who do not recognise their lack of knowledge and skills in this
area, misaligned or inappropriate practices will continue, and it may be very difficult to
encourage such teachers to recognise and redress this (van Der Kleij et al., 2018). Alternatively,
teachers may recognise their lack of assessment literacy and may endeavour to rectify it;
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however, this may not necessarily focus on the most essential material, resulting in a potential
continuation of practice that threatens the reliability and validity of students’ results (Livingston
& Hutchinson, 2017). This can result in even greater difficulty in addressing teachers’ revised
(but still misaligned) assessment practices.
Many teachers notice their knowledge gap in assessment literacy and believe that their
training has done little to support their assessment practice. A study by Wise et al. (1991)
examined teacher beliefs about their formal measurement training, the influences on their
knowledge to perform assessment-related activities, and their perceptions of their abilities in
two Nebraska school districts. They found that undergraduate training in measurement varied,
with most teachers believing their university training was inadequate. This parallels similar
earlier findings (Gullickson, 1984; Schafer & Lissitz, 1987), suggesting teachers’ perceptions of
their university training in assessment is inadequate.
Yet even this recognition of low assessment literacy, when present, does not necessarily
reflect a recognition (or acceptance) of the depth of assessment understanding that is ideally
needed. For instance, measurement specialists have thus far been unsuccessful in influencing
classroom teachers’ everyday assessment practices (although it is acknowledged that neither
classroom practice nor the connection between assessment and instruction have been the
primary focus of measurement specialists; Duncan & Noonan, 2007). The synthesis of
psychometric theory and classroom practicalities is required (Cowie & Cooper, 2017) for
effective teaching and promotion of the principles of standards-referencing educational
assessment among teachers (Cizek, 2000). Gullickson (1984) contended that this discrepancy
between assessment theory and practice is because psychometricians have little understanding
of teachers’ practical needs. Stiggins (1995) subsequently added that this is largely due to the
technical treatment of psychometric issues and the difficulty prospective teachers have in
connecting theory with their everyday practice (see also Wyatt-Smith et al., 2017). In the earlier
of these studies, Gullickson (1984) found a discrepancy between teachers’ perceptions of their
knowledge of assessment skills and their actual skills. That is, the teachers perceived
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themselves as having an adequate understanding of test construction and how to conduct an
item analysis of a test, to which Gullickson (1984) noted,
If this is true, a substantial proportion of the teachers learn through practice without formal
techniques, e.g., item analysis, which could improve the tests and their personal test
development skills. Thus it seems likely that teachers, though comfortable in their knowledge,
may be much less well prepared than is desirable. (p. 245)

While that study was conducted nearly four decades ago, the discrepancy between
teachers’ perceived and actual knowledge of their assessment methods and practices persists
(e.g., Lam, 2019). Teachers’ beliefs seem to have shifted, however, with teachers now believing
their preservice education courses are largely irrelevant to their classroom assessment practices
and instead learn about assessment methods through on-the-job training (Livingston &
Hutchinson, 2017).
For any certification system to operate effectively, including standards-referencing,
teachers must be able to operate within the intersection of theory and practice; however,
training, processes, and structures need to be put in place for them to do so. Psychometricians
also need to be aware of teachers’ classroom needs and render relevant concepts accessible and
actionable for teachers. In NSW, teachers’ assessment training also needs to show teachers how
to construct assessments to adhere to principles of standards-referencing, as well as provide
examples of assessments that do not adhere to these principles. This would enable (and require)
teachers to be more reflective of their own assessment practices as well as indicate potential
areas for individual professional development.

2.5 Negative Impacts of Misalignment Between Theory and Practice in StandardsReferencing
In standards-referencing, it is essential that teachers produce assessments that form the
correct image of what a student knows and can do. For this to happen, there needs to be
alignment between the learning outcomes being assessed in the assessment, the work a student
has produced, and the achievement descriptors in a marking rubric (J. W. Looney, 2011; Pollitt
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et al., 2008; van Der Kleij et al., 2018). Teachers have limited proficiency with this sort of
alignment. This derives from a number of sources, not limited to a lack of understanding of
syllabus documents, sampling, and the use of external examinations as a model for school-based
assessments, in particular internal school-based assessment tasks and the validity of these
assessments.

2.5.1 Gaps in Understanding Syllabus Documents
The first potential source of misalignment between theory and practice is when teachers
lack an understanding of syllabus documents. In exploring this disconnect, Mittell and Penny
(1997) examined how design and technology teachers implemented policy requirements. They
found a predominant focus on the finished product at the expense of the design principles and
process, which reflected a narrow interpretation of the syllabus. Mittell and Penny (1997)
concluded “that many seemingly ‘assume’ that the capabilities cited in the National Curriculum
Order will ‘emerge’ out of the teaching and assessment programmes in place” (p. 289).
Similarly, Lowe and Sutherland (2014) explored the Western Australian Certificate of
Education music course to explore its implementation by Year 12 music teachers 5 years after
introduction of the syllabus. While quantitative responses pointed to teacher satisfaction with
the syllabus, teachers’ extended responses showed, “The frequency of negative responses
outweighed positive responses by a ratio of nearly 4:1” (p. 169). Lowe and Sutherland (2014)
noted their surprise about how some teachers had misunderstood the new syllabus in relation to
content, assessment, technology, and, most notably, making “consistent references to the
defunct World Music context” (p. 170), suggesting teachers did not completely understand “the
actual mechanics of the syllabus document” (p. 163). Gibbs (1998) similarly explored
curriculum change after implementation of the NSW primary English syllabus in 1995, and
argued that instead of assisting teachers in NSW to understand the syllabus, the focus of
messaging and roll-out was national outcomes for improving teaching and learning. Evidence
thus indicates that teachers often read and interpret syllabus documents from the perspective of
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how to ensure their students do well because of the role of student assessment results for their
own professional (often financial) needs (Pratt, 2018).
Teachers need to be supported to understand the content and intent of the syllabus for
effective teaching and assessment practices to follow. When this does not occur, the
consequences may be negative for students and teachers. It is therefore imperative that teachers
understand how to use the syllabus and how to implement it effectively in their classrooms. In
relation to standards-referencing, with its stronger focus on predetermined levels of
achievement, this places particular importance on learning outcomes and how this supports
ascribing meaning to assessment.

2.5.2 Sampling and Use of External Examinations as a Model for School-Based
Assessments
A second potential cause of the misalignment between theory and practice is a sampling
issue, where teachers sample from high-stakes external examinations as a model for their
internal school-based assessment practices. This has often yielded overly “generic” examination
questions because the questions are written to parallel the wording of performance band
descriptors (Ormond, 2019), which in turn “has encouraged students to pre-prepare their
responses and learn just sufficient to address the question(s)” (Ormond, 2019, p. 153). Even
when these generic examination questions are altered in some way to address this issue, teachers
can become perturbed and critical that there has been a departure from their understanding of
the performance band descriptors, “particularly when the altered question disadvantages their
students through the selected topic being a poor fit. The examiner is then accused of not sticking
to and honouring the standard” (Ormond, 2019, p. 156). Aspects of a course’s syllabus therefore
can become devalued in the eyes of teachers, or even glossed over, if they are not emphasised in
externally set assessment (Barnes et al., 2000; Ormond, 2019). This means that teachers may be
guided to teach what they feel is more relevant to their students performing well on an
externally set examination:
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In practice, this can lead to teaching based on a restricted set of goals, which misrepresent the
richer expectations framed in curriculum documents. This is particularly true where the
assessment is externally mandated in some way. Such assessments exert an influence on a
school’ s curriculum and teaching, by the deemphasizing of elements that are not endorsed by
the assessment. (Barnes et al., 2000, p. 626)

In turn, this results in significant components of the syllabus not being assessed because
they require different assessment techniques, which consequently diminishes the validity of the
final result. Instead, internal school-based assessment tasks should assess the range and scope of
the specified learning outcomes. Yet Barnes et al. (2000) contended that mathematics teachers
in NSW, for example, “received contradictory messages about what the system expects of
them” (p. 631) in relation to how best to assess students in mathematics. This is where internal
school-based assessment tasks become vital because they should assess learning outcomes that
are not so easily assessed in an externally set high-stakes examination, thereby providing a more
comprehensive image of what the students know and can do. Still, teachers tend not to associate
assessments that reflect the externally set examinations as an issue of “validity (as an
assessment priority) with how they connected curriculum requirements to classroom assessment
tasks” (Colbert et al., 2012, p. 394).

2.5.3 Validity of School-Based Assessments
Relatedly, a third potential misalignment between theory and practice highlights the
validity and reliability of students’ assessment results (Brown & Hudson, 1998; Davison &
Leung, 2009; Stiggins, 1999; Whittington, 1999). That is, in a standards-referencing system, it
is critical that
1.

question(s) elicit the cognitive demands of the assessed learning outcomes,

2.

the cognitive demands of the achievement descriptors of the marking rubric correspond to
the cognitive demands asked in the questions of the assessment,

3.

teachers are able to align students’ assessment responses to the achievement descriptors
in the marking rubric and explain how they did this.
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The above serve as evidence to support the image of what a student knows and can do. If
the image is based on information not directly related to the learning outcomes being assessed,
or based on poorly constructed assessments, the final judgement is not an accurate reflection of
what the student achieved in relation to the learning outcomes. This can occur at a number of
junctures in the process of assessment design—namely, creating questions and marking rubrics,
and the marking process.
2.5.3.1 Assessment Questions
Teachers need to be able to create assessments, aligned to learning outcomes and
performance band descriptors (in the case of Year 12), that enable students to demonstrate the
cognitive demands being measured in an assessment. Polikoff et al. (2011) examined the
alignment between U.S. state assessments and 19 states’ content standards in mathematics,
science, and English language arts reading (ELAR) and found only moderate alignment between
learning outcomes and assessments. Further, they found “17% of standards content in
mathematics and ELAR and 25% in science that is currently tested at the wrong levels of
cognitive demand” (p. 987). Specifically, in relation to ELAR, they found that the greatest
misalignment occurred when course content was over or undertested “relative to its proportion
in the standards” (p. 989). McMillan’s (2001) survey of 1,483 Virginian middle and high school
teachers suggested that teachers differentiated their assessments as either higher order thinking
or recall of knowledge, which may reflect inadequate teacher training in how to assess the
different cognitive skills being measured.
Consider the case where teachers do not have the requisite skill to write questions to
assess higher order thinking skills necessary to characterise higher level performance standards.
In this case, students will not have an opportunity to demonstrate that they have achieved these
skills. This means that the image of what students can do is distorted by the quality of the
assessment. In the case of norm-referencing, the consequences are less dramatic as the students
are compared on the same tasks, and there is no attempt to link student achievement back to
performance standards. Even more problematic, and much more prevalent, is when teachers
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(and examiners) plan to construct assessment questions that assess higher order thinking skills
and believe they have done so, but the questions do not actually assess this accurately
(Barrance, 2019; J. W. Looney, 2011; Ormond, 2019). In such cases, the teacher believes that
the student’s response is providing evidence of a level of performance when in fact this is not
the case. Another aspect to follow from this scenario is that teachers may not have a shared
understanding of performance standards when trying to align a student’s response to an
assessment with the achievement descriptors in a marking rubric. This may result in low interrater reliability among teachers. Such cases lead to a significant diminution in terms of the
validity of students’ results derived from the assessment.
2.5.3.2 Marking
Related to this last point, marking students’ responses to an assessment question involves
teachers making a judgement about the quality of a student’s responses by aligning their
responses to the achievement descriptors in a marking rubric, the concordance of which
indicates the student’s level of achievement. In this way, rubrics use numbers (codes) to
describe what students know and can do in relation to the question being assessed. As such,
rubrics are a critical part of the assessment process and include teacher judgements (including
moderation) and feedback. Yet the misalignment between marking rubrics and the question,
issues in the construction of marking rubrics that consequently impact how teachers judge the
quality of students’ work, and the feedback provided to students can serve to impact the validity
of students’ results.
2.5.3.2.1 Use of Marking Rubrics
A marking rubric (holistic and analytic) aims to describe different levels of knowledge
and skills in relation to an assessment question and is used when teachers make judgements
about the quality of a student’s response in relation to the assessment question (van Daal et al.,
2019). Ideally, the creation of a marking rubric occurs simultaneously with the assessment
question(s) to ensure cognitive alignment. There are advantages and disadvantages to both
styles of marking rubrics, with analytic considered useful for diagnostic purposes in relation to

41

specific criteria, although considerable training and moderation must occur, and the marking
process itself is time consuming (Heldsinger & Humphry, 2013). Alternatively, holistic rubrics
are convenient when marking a large sample of responses because they require an
impressionistic judgement; however, an assumption is made that feedback to students requires
an analytic comment to discuss strengths and weaknesses of criteria used in evaluation of the
response (Verhavert et al., 2019).
There are several threats to the validity of results arising from teachers using marking
rubrics to make their judgements about student responses. Pollitt et al. (2008) found that
marking rubrics were often inadequate because they provided minimal assistance to markers,
and there was a mismatch between the question and the way marks were awarded in the
marking rubric. While different teachers may interpret criteria and concepts differently (Sadler,
2010; Whittington, 1999), teachers must recognise this and articulate why this is the case
(Whittington, 1999). This idea was further extended by Freiberg (2008) in that quite often it
becomes difficult to separate content from the medium of production. This in turn forms a
central question as to “How does a teacher decide what to foreground in any set of assessment
criteria and what to downplay or even ignore?” (Davison & Leung, 2009, p. 408). For Sadler
(1987, 2014), this is because linguistically defined achievement descriptors can be “fuzzy” and
“are elastic in their interpretation” (Sadler, 2014, p. 275). This means that for teachers to arrive
at a judgement using a marking rubric, they must consider how they interpret vague words such
as skilful, effective, thorough, sound, limited, and so on; decide what constitutes meeting the
achievement descriptors at the lower and upper ends when each of these words is used; and
what the achievement boundary is between one of these words and the next (e.g., between
“skilful” and “effective”). Consequently, questions remain about how much and how often
students need to demonstrate particular forms of knowledge and skills to attain the achievement
descriptors in a marking rubric and hence demonstrate their knowledge and skills in relation to
the learning outcomes (Ormond, 2019; Sadler, 2014; Wyatt-Smith et al., 2020). Ormond (2019)
made the point:
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Whether a single experience of a concept or skill learned once for the purposes of achieving a
standard is sufficient to enable that learning to be transferable is doubtful. While there may be
an expectation that teachers revisit concepts or skills repeatedly to ensure the learning process
is robust, the purpose of gaining the standard or a qualification is likely to be foremost in both
teachers’ and students’ minds so that achievement of an outcome be ticked off and learning
moves quickly on to the next bite-sized segment. (p. 149)

There is debate as to whether a marking rubric should be generic for students to
understand the transferability of knowledge and skills or specific to an assessment (Humphry &
Heldsinger, 2014). Sadler (2014) stated that teachers can be influenced by the relative strength
or weakness of the student cohort and thus how strict or lenient they are in aligning student
work to the marking rubric, which poses a threat to the validity of students’ results. Even if
teachers use the same marking rubric from year to year, Sadler argued, words can be
“reinterpreted to accommodate whatever level of student work they are applied to” (p. 282).
Consequently, teachers need to determine how much they expect of students, including how
much breadth or depth in students’ responses to achieve at the various levels (Barrance, 2019;
van Daal et al., 2019).
To exemplify the challenge in achieving this, however, marking rubrics, especially
analytic rubrics, can result in a threat to the validity of students’ results because of a matrix
design where “there is typically no underlying developmental or learning theory that justifies
having the same number of qualitative gradations across criteria” (Humphry & Heldsinger,
2014, p. 253). This then results in something akin to a halo effect because there are either too
many or too few distinctions in student performance that markers can make, and because overall
impressions can influence each criterion since there may be a significant semantic overlap
between the achievement descriptors that aim to differentiate performance (Humphry &
Heldsinger, 2014; Sadler, 2014). The matrix design of an analytic marking rubric can thus be
problematic when marks are awarded to each individual criterion as opposed to how criteria
function interdependently. For instance, Jewels et al.’s (2007) examination of the application of
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criterion-referenced assessment at one Australian university found an increase in student
complaints about mismatch between assessment criteria and assessment. Some markers felt that
the marks obtained when using the criteria were inappropriate as the “whole” was missed and
creativity was stifled. Further, it was felt that students were responding to the marking criteria
rather than the question, despite the teaching team reporting greater consistency and quality in
marking. Similarly, Berlach and O’Neill (2008) discussed the Western Australian English
learning outcomes and found the marking rubrics ignored aspects of literacy or writing, which is
what the learning outcomes were supposed to assess. They also found that internal
contradictions in the marking rubrics meant they were difficult to follow.
The creation and use of well-aligned marking rubrics have implications for marker
reliability and quality of the feedback students receive (Grainger & Adie, 2014). In fact, Pollitt
et al. (2008) identified it as a priority to have people trained in writing marking rubrics, which
would most likely immediately increase the validity of assessments and examinations. Indeed,
valid inferences about student performance can only be made when assessment questions enable
students to demonstrate their proficiency with the level of cognitive demand required for the
student to be considered as having “achieved” the learning outcome. Ahmed and Pollitt (2011)
summarised this point, asserting, “Good questions will be wasted if the evidence they elicited is
not judged properly” (p. 259). Humphry and Heldsinger (2014) argued one way to combat these
issues is to restructure the (analytic) marking rubric to as many achievement descriptors as
teachers can distinguish in student performance and to avoid semantic overlap in descriptions of
criteria.
In summary, in a standards-referencing system, it is imperative that the only two factors
to impact the final location of the performance relative to the rubric are evidence of the quality
of the performance in a student’s response and the teacher’s interpretation of the achievement
descriptor reflected in the marking rubric.
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2.5.3.2.2 Teacher Judgement and Moderation
Teacher judgement and moderation within standards-referencing systems require teachers
to reach a shared consensus about the quality of student achievement in an assessment prior to
the commencement of marking (van Daal et al., 2019). Teachers discuss and reach an agreement
in aligning a student’s response to the achievement descriptor in a marking rubric via a group
consensus about the skills and knowledge they value, what will take precedence in marking, and
how they expect skills and knowledge to interact. This involves discussing what constitutes a
“good” response as this may be interpreted differently among the markers (van Daal et al.,
2019; Sadler, 2014). It is also feasible to suggest that this may occur against a background of
awareness among teachers about what is valued and awarded higher marks in external
examinations (Ormond, 2019), which in turn influences their conceptions of what constitutes a
good response. For example, in NSW, teachers may determine what a good response is against
the performance band descriptors for HSC courses. Figure 2.3 provides the performance band
descriptors from the 2018 HSC for the English Advanced course, which could influence
teachers’ opinions on what a good response is.
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Figure 2.3
2018 HSC English Advanced Performance Band Descriptors

Band 6

Demonstrates extensive, detailed knowledge, insightful understanding and
sophisticated evaluation of the ways meanings are shaped and changed by
context, medium of production and the influences that produce different
responses to texts. Displays a highly developed ability to describe and
analyse a broad range of language forms, features and structures of texts and
explain the ways these shape meaning and influence responses in a variety of
texts and contexts. Presents a critical, refined personal response showing
highly developed skills in interpretation, analysis, synthesis and evaluation of
texts and textual detail. Composes imaginatively, interpretively and critically
with sustained precision, flair, originality and sophistication for a variety of
audiences, purposes and contexts in order to explore and communicate ideas,
information and values.

Band 5

Demonstrates detailed knowledge, perceptive understanding and effective
evaluation of the ways meanings are shaped and changed by context,
medium of production and the influences that produce different responses to
texts. Displays a well-developed ability to describe and analyse a broad
range of language forms, features and structures of texts and explain the
ways these shape meaning and influence responses in a variety of texts and
contexts. Presents a critical personal response showing well-developed skills
in interpretation, analysis, synthesis and evaluation of texts and textual detail.
Composes imaginatively, interpretively and critically with flair, originality
and control for a variety of audiences, purposes and contexts in order to
explore and communicate ideas, information and values.

Band 4

Demonstrates sound knowledge and understanding of the way meanings are
shaped and changed by context, medium of production and the influences
that produce different responses to texts. Displays ability to describe and
analyse a range of language forms, features and structures of texts and
explain the ways these shape meaning and influence responses in a variety of
texts and contexts. Presents a sound critical personal response showing
developed skills in interpretation and analysis of texts. Composes
imaginatively, interpretively and critically with confidence and control for a
variety of audiences, purposes and contexts in order to explore and
communicate ideas, information and values.

Band 3

Demonstrates generalised knowledge and understanding of the ways
meanings are shaped and changed by context, medium of production and the
influences that produce different responses to texts. Displays ability to
describe a limited range of language forms, features and structures of texts
and convey an awareness of the ways these shape meaning and influence
responses in a variety of texts and contexts. Presents a response showing
some evidence of interpretation and analysis of texts. Composes
imaginatively, interpretively and critically with variable control in using
language appropriate to audience, purpose and context in order to explore
and communicate ideas, information and values.
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Band 2

Demonstrates elementary knowledge and understanding of the ways
meanings are shaped and changed. Displays ability to recognise and
comment on basic language forms, features and structures of texts. Presents
an undeveloped response showing recognition of the main ideas in texts.
Composes with some awareness of audience, purpose and context in order to
explore and communicate ideas and information.

Band 1

A mark in this band indicates that the student has achieved below the
minimum standard expected.

Note: Reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; n.d.).

The process of moderation can occur at different stages of the marking process, in
particular during the discussion and application of the marking rubric to exemplars (although
this can be a time-consuming and costly exercise; Heldsinger & Humphry, 2013).
One method of teacher judgement discussed in recent literature is that of comparative
judgement, or more specifically, pairwise comparison (Heldsinger & Humphry, 2010, 2013;
Verhavert et al., 2019; Wyatt-Smith et al., 2020). The use of pairwise comparison involves
teachers comparing two student responses and articulating which is better and why (this may or
may not occur in relation to a marking rubric). A student’s response that demonstrates their
knowledge and skills is therefore “placed on a scale representing the standard at different levels
of performance” (Wyatt-Smith et al., 2020, p. 2). When this occurs, it enables these samples of
student achievement located at different points to function as “exemplars”, which serve as
practical indications of how particular achievement descriptors may be reached and
“commentaries revealing how compensations or trade-offs are made in arriving at a judgement”
(Wyatt-Smith et al., 2017, p. 256). There is no one way to achieve at each level, but rather, a
range of exemplars may be used to demonstrate various ways of reaching the different
achievement descriptors (Wyatt-Smith et al., 2020) because other ways may not have previously
been accounted for (Sadler, 2014).
In standards-referencing systems, moderation practices, including the use of pairwise
comparison, should be used concurrently as markers interpret marking rubrics while they align
students’ responses to these marking rubrics. Teachers need to express how they interpret
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marking rubrics to be transparent (although ideally the marking rubrics are written so as not to
be vague and ambiguous). There is an expectation that teachers make their judgements about
student work using marking rubrics in an effort to be transparent about their marking practices
(Sadler, 2014).
However, when marking rubrics are difficult to understand, teachers may use an
amalgamation of norm-, criterion-, and standards-referencing principles to judge the quality of
students’ work (Cumming & Maxwell, 2004; Masters, 2002). In doing so, though, this has a
detrimental impact on confidence that teachers are using the same interpretations and
understandings of achievement descriptors (Tognolini, 2006), leading to variability in the
indices of student achievement reported. Duncan and Noonan’s (2007) study of secondary
classroom and grading practices discovered the “paradox of using criterion-referenced grading
scales (i.e., rubrics), but in reality, still using varying degrees of norm-referenced judgments
about grading and assessment” (p. 16). This idea was evident in Cizek (2000) in that our
interpretations of criteria are affected by what we consider to be the “norm”. Tierney et al.’s.
(2011) research in the provinces of Saskatchewan and Ontario, Canada, found that almost one
third of their Year 10 mathematics teacher sample agreed that students were awarded marks by
ranking them against each other. Tierney et al. (2011) suggested that because senior secondary
marks contributed to tertiary opportunities, this may have resulted in teachers moving towards
norm-referencing in assigning marks in the final year of secondary school.
One aspect of moderation that the English Advanced performance band descriptors
present in Figure 2.4 (whether intentional or not) is the use of four dot points (individual
criteria) in each performance band descriptor (except for Band 1, which has no description) for
the four different skills and knowledge assessed. This suggests that each of the four criteria
should be assessed separately instead of paragraph descriptions of achievement for holistic
judgement. Therefore, teachers may “tick” or “circle” different criteria across multiple bands
before engaging in an “internal averaging” of these criteria to arrive at a student’s mark. In
doing so, it is impossible to be confident in how teachers arrived at their mark and applied their
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internalised standards (Tognolini, 2006). When teachers use such examples of performance
band descriptors as models for their own internal school-based assessment tasks, moderation
can become another process for teachers to overcome as “an exercise in adjusting marks”
(Harlen, 2005, p. 249). This process can become influenced by which teachers’ views are more
dominant (van Daal et al., 2019) or even by school reporting deadlines.
Figure 2.4
HSC English Advanced Performance Band Descriptors Implemented From 2019

Band 6

•

•

•
•

Band 5

•

•

•
•

Band 4

•

•

•
•

demonstrates extensive knowledge, insightful understanding and sophisticated
evaluation of the ways meanings are shaped and changed by context, medium of
production and the influences that produce different responses to texts
displays highly developed skills in describing and analysing a broad range of
language forms, features and structures of texts and explaining the ways these
shape meaning and influence responses in a variety of texts and contexts
presents a critical, refined personal response showing highly developed skills in
interpretation, analysis, synthesis and evaluation of texts and textual detail
composes imaginatively, interpretively, critically and reflectively with sustained
precision, flair, originality and sophistication for a variety of audiences, purposes
and contexts in order to explore and communicate ideas, information and values
demonstrates detailed knowledge, perceptive understanding and effective
evaluation of the ways meanings are shaped and changed by context, medium of
production and the influences that produce different responses to texts
displays well developed skills in describing and analysing a broad range of
language forms, features and structures of texts and explaining the ways these
shape meaning and influence responses in a variety of texts and contexts
presents a critical personal response showing well developed skills in
interpretation, analysis, synthesis and evaluation of texts and textual detail
composes imaginatively, interpretively, critically and reflectively with flair,
originality and control for a variety of audiences, purposes and contexts in order
to explore and communicate ideas, information and values
demonstrates sound knowledge and understanding of the way meanings are
shaped and changed by context, medium of production and the influences that
produce different responses to texts
describes and analyses a range of language forms, features and structures of texts
and explains the ways these shape meaning and influence responses in a variety
of texts and contexts
presents a sound critical personal response showing developed skills in
interpretation and analysis of texts
composes imaginatively, interpretively, critically and reflectively with
confidence and control for a variety of audiences, purposes and contexts in order
to explore and communicate ideas, information and values

49

Band 3

•

•

•
•

Band 2

•
•
•
•

demonstrates generalised knowledge and understanding of the ways meanings
are shaped and changed by context, medium of production and the influences
that produce different responses to texts
describes a limited range of language forms, features and structures of texts and
conveys an awareness of the ways these shape meaning and influence responses
in a variety of texts and contexts
presents a response showing some evidence of interpretation and analysis of
texts
composes imaginatively, interpretively, critically and reflectively with variable
control in using language appropriate to audience, purpose and context in order
to explore and communicate ideas, information and values
demonstrates elementary knowledge and understanding of the ways meanings
are shaped and changed
recognises and comments on basic language forms, features and structures of
texts
presents an undeveloped response showing recognition of the main ideas in texts
composes with some awareness of audience, purpose and context in order to
explore and communicate ideas and information

Band 1
Note: Reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; n.d.).

Further understanding the thought processes teachers go through and what occurs in
practice is needed to “contribute to developing and modifying assessment principles, which may
ultimately improve instruction and student learning” (Duncan & Noonan, 2007, p. 17).
Similarly, Randall and Engelhard, Jr., (2009) and McMillan (2001) further highlighted
additional factors that teachers use to determine students’ grades, such as effort and the level of
improvement a student has demonstrated. Teachers need to recognise that the marking process
can therefore be subjective and judgmental, and they should “constantly evaluate and modify
their grading procedures so they will be more valid” (Whittington, 1999, p. 17). Additionally,
teachers may not make it clear to students what level of performance is expected by teachers,
and students may come to recognise a greater level of skills and knowledge was required to
answer questions than previously indicated by teachers (Barrance, 2019) by providing greater
detail in their responses (Ormond, 2019). Teachers need to discuss and reach an agreement on
what constitutes a “good enough” response at different points of the developmental continuum
and why one response is better than another. However, any shared interpretations of a good
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response should be based on the cognitive skills in relation to the assessment, not in relation to
any external factors or require students do more to achieve at a particular level. When this does
not occur, and interpretations “shift”, the notion of achieving becomes more demanding and
complex because the “goal posts” continue to shift. While this is an issue in standardsreferencing, for the system to operate as intended, the only two components that should
influence the final mark are evidence in the student’s response to the question and the level of
achievement descriptor.
2.5.3.2.3 Providing Feedback
The final aspect of marking is for teachers to provide feedback to students about the
strengths and weaknesses of their response and what they must do to improve along the
developmental continuum of a course. The depth of feedback will generally be dependent on
factors including the type of marking rubric, where the use of holistic marking rubrics often
require feedback on specific criteria (Verhavert et al., 2019), the extent to which language used
in the achievement descriptors is commonly understood without being vague or engaging in
semantic overlap (Humphry & Heldsinger, 2014; Sadler, 2014), and the practical realities of
deadlines to return student work. Yates and Johnston (2018) suggested that teachers should
provide feedback to help students “pass” assessments, and that students should be able to
resubmit their responses to show improved achievement. While allowing students to resubmit
their responses to demonstrate improvement after implementing teacher feedback is productive
to growth, on the other hand, using feedback to help students pass assessments (including
external examinations) implies that teachers are focused on good assessment results (often for
their own professional needs (Pratt, 2018). In a well-designed and marked assessment within
standards-referencing, higher marks should be indicative of the greater attainment of students’
learning outcomes. However, a focus on students’ results as an index of students’ proficiency
becomes problematic if there is misalignment between the cognitive demands of the learning
outcomes, question, and marking rubric. This is especially so when endeavouring to measure
students’ higher order thinking skills, when students rote-learn responses because questions are
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predictable from year to year, and value learning that is only assessed in external examinations
(Barrance, 2019; BOSTES, 2018; J. W. Looney, 2011; Masters, 2002; Ormond, 2019)

2.6 Contemporary Approaches to Addressing Teachers’ Assessment Literacy
There have been some attempts and approaches in recent years to address these gaps in
teachers’ assessment literacy. While some show promise, few have been of sufficient scale to
achieve sector-wide change.

2.6.1 Professional Development
One approach to improve teachers’ assessment literacy is through professional
development, with a focus on acquiring and applying practical assessment skills. Mertler’s
(2009) study, for example, examined the effectiveness of an intensive 2-week in-service
professional development on classroom assessment. All seven of the participants in Mertler’s
study found the in-service to be a positive experience, enabling them to obtain greater
confidence and skills in assessing student performance. Koh et al.’s (2017) research adopted a
collaborative learning approach between Chinese language teachers and researchers to foster
teachers’ assessment literacy. The participating teachers indicated, after engaging in the
professional development, that “they now recognized the importance of identifying learning
goals for individual assessment tasks. In doing so, they were able to realign classroom
assessment with higher-order instructional outcomes” (p. 11). Stiggins (1995) found in their
study that groups of between five and 10 teachers and administrators developed common
understandings of assessment principles via professional reading, utilising consultants, and
applying principles in practical classroom situations. They estimated that this approach required
approximately 1 year to improve teachers’ measurement skills. This level of investment in
fostering assessment literacy is rare, as acknowledged by Stiggins (1995):
When [investments] are made, the investors often fail to realize the full extent of resources
needed to prepare teachers to fulfill their new assessment roles. The result can be shallow
professional development, often dealing only with the design and development of performance

52

assessments and portfolios—to the total exclusion of other assessment formats and
communications systems. (p. 239, emphasis in original)

Consequently, research continues to find that teachers lack a reflective approach to
assessment as few attempts or approaches have achieved the depth or scale required for sectorlevel change (Brevik et al., 2017; Hill et al., 2017). For instance, Lam’s (2019) examination of
66 secondary school teachers in Hong Kong found that when it came to writing assessments,
“there is a lack of transfer from theory into practice because of the quality of professional
training, time issues, and insufficient assessment knowledge” (p. 83). Koh et al. additionally
asserted that teachers are insufficiently supported by curriculum authorities to make necessary
judgements and reports because they are often provided with prescribed assessment materials.
This means that teachers do not have to critically reflect on construction of assessment tasks or
associated rubrics (Drazek & Jones, 2007).
Another issue in using professional development to improve teachers’ assessment literacy
are the limited financial resources to assist teachers to become competent users of assessment
after their initial training (Harlen, 2005; Livingston & Hutchinson, 2017). Accordingly,
professional development offerings often provide assessment information online, with limited
scope to address, support, and moderate practical application (Livingston & Hutchinson, 2017).
Lysaght and O’Leary (2017) argued that one way to redress this is to engage in school-based
partnerships with universities, although this has not eventuated at scale and raises questions of
alignment with traditional metrics against which university academics are assessed.
In sum, the improvement of teachers’ assessment literacy requires a concerted and
targeted approach from education systems, curriculum authorities, universities, and education
consultants providing in-service professional development on assessment. In particular, the
quality of professional development needs to be ensured and evaluated and aligned to teachers’
practical classroom needs. Standards-referencing systems, such as in NSW, require exploration
of how this theory could be implemented in practice and must include the time and financial
investment to improve teachers’ assessment capacity.
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2.6.2 NSW HSC Examinations
In NSW, currently the primary form of in-service professional development for teachers
to improve their assessment practices is through marking HSC examination papers, which is
optional for teachers who wish to engage in the practice. This training is provided by NESA,
and as such, NESA plays a significant role in teacher understanding of assessment within a
standards-referencing system. However, the practices that are supported by NESA for the NSW
HSC, which deal with the technical statistical and numerical aspects of teacher judgement in
assessments (e.g., understanding performance standards and what constitutes achievement at
different levels, understanding marking rubrics, elaboration of vague language of the marking
rubric, exemplar responses; Bennett et al., 2012; MacCann & Stanley, 2004, 2006), are quite
often beyond the reach of teachers’ practical needs.8 Moreover, many HSC examination
practices are supported by a range of measures that teachers may not have the luxury to use in
their day-to-day practice, although teachers may attempt to adopt aspects of these practices in
their own schools. Indeed, Barnes et al. (2000) found HSC marking was most influential on a
teacher’s teaching practices, yet it also caused them to be more HSC oriented in preparing
students for examinations. Barnes et al. (2000) stated,
The HSC clearly emerged as the goal that teachers and students have in their sights from quite
early in secondary school. Its major influence appears to be the high value which it causes
schools to place on tests and examinations as a form of preparation for the high-stakes HSC
examination. (p. 643)

8

In brief, the Angoff method used in the NSW HSC has five cut scores separating the six performance
levels that describe the various levels of student achievement in the NSW HSC. In addition to these
performance-level descriptions, past exemplar responses (usually from the 2001 HSC) from each band
level, known as standards packages, are distributed to each school to assist teachers in implementing their
own internal school-based assessments and training teachers in standards setting. The aim of this is to
help teachers clarify the image represented in the performance-level description. MacCann and Stanley
(2004) believe that to interpret the results of the Angoff method of teacher judgement (as is used in the
NSW HSC), it is useful to understand the standard error of judges’ decisions because every year, the cut
score in raw marks that defines a level of achievement can change. This means that the number of
students achieving above the cut score can also change. MacCann and Stanley (2004) believe it is also
important to note when comparing cut scores across years whether any observed differences are a result
of variations in teacher judgement or in the standard reached.
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Outside this HSC marking process, in which not all teachers can and do participate,
NESA has developed few resources to help teachers understand how to develop and implement
internal standards-referencing assessments and marking rubrics. Accordingly, Andrews (2003)
contended that NESA has failed to meet its responsibility in training teachers in assessment,
instead “leaving it largely up to teachers to work things out for themselves” (p. 35). In response,
recently, NESA (2016–2017) identified improvements in teacher capacity for assessment as a
key priority.
A significant component of the essential professional development on assessment still
needed for teachers involves understanding the different requirements and purpose of the HSC
examination and internal school-based HSC assessment tasks. One must consider why the HSC
examination and its marking procedures are influential and whether it is due to a lack of
assessment training elsewhere for teachers; that is, if teachers had more assessment training,
would they be less focused on the HSC examinations and paralleling their content and structure
for internal school-based HSC assessment tasks? However, because training in assessment has
not adequately prepared teachers with skills in assessment (Brevik et al., 2017; Cizek, 2000),
and the HSC examination has loomed large, it may take considerable time and effort for
teachers to not look to the HSC examination for their own assessments. Yet this outcome would
result in a more meaningful and genuine attainment of the professional teaching standards and
more robust indicators of student achievement on the HSC.

2.6.3 Professional Teaching Standards
Some countries are moving towards developing professional teaching standards,
especially in assessment, for graduate teachers to prove their capabilities in assessment and for
experienced teachers to improve their assessment literacy. These professional teaching
standards generally function as a developmental continuum. For instance, in a move to combat
inadequate preservice training for teachers on assessment, in the United States the American
Federation of Teachers, the National Council on Measurement in Education, and the National
Education Association developed the Standards for Teacher Competence in the Educational
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Assessment of Students, which requires that teachers possess skills in choosing and developing
assessment methods; administering, scoring, and interpreting assessment results; using
assessment results for decision-making and grading; communicating assessment results; and
recognising unethical assessment practices (Mertler, 2009). That increased efficacy in these
areas can be achieved through training, especially at the in-service level, has also been
demonstrated (Mertler, 2009).
The development of teachers’ assessment literacy skills has also “been a major focus of
teacher professional learning opportunities in NSW schools over the past decade” (Centre for
Education Statistics and Evaluation [CESE], 2015, p. 13). Specifically, NESA (2016-2017) has
prioritised improving teacher capacity in the following areas, implying a recognition of this
problem:
• Develop support materials and guidance for teachers to design, deliver and analyse student
assessments to enhance teaching practice and standards
• Develop skills-based assessments from K-12, including critical thinking, literacy and
numeracy, that complement the assessment of subject specific knowledge and skills to support
student learning
• Research, trial and progressively make available teacher assessment tools that link NESA
syllabuses and standards. (p. 175)

In this respect, there is now a focus within the Australian context for teachers to enter the
teaching profession with assessment skills. This has been supported by the introduction of the
Australian Professional Standards for Teaching and its specification of requirements at four
different career stages (i.e., graduate, proficient, highly accomplished, and lead teacher).
Specifically, Standard 5 concerns teachers’ professional practice to “assess, provide feedback
and report on student learning” (AITSL, 2011) in the following areas: 5.1 assess student
learning; 5.2 provide feedback to students on their learning; 5.3 make consistent and
comparable judgements; 5.4 interpret student data; and 5.5 report on student achievement. The
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descriptions attempt to articulate what teachers must demonstrate at all career stages and how
these differ between career stages. AITSL’s (n.d.) Classroom Practice Continuum further
attempts to indicate what these standards look like in practice (it does not, however, specifically
address each element to articulate what performance at a career stage entails and how it differs
from the next career stage and level of performance).
These standards, and their link to teacher certification via the Teacher Performance
Assessment, which assesses teaching graduates against the graduate level of the professional
teaching standards, is one attempt to collect and ensure evidence of teachers’ assessment
literacy at graduation. However, in the satisfaction of these standards, it may be that teaching
graduates have some knowledge of assessment rather than practice in “doing” assessment. Since
assessment is a vital area in which teachers are held accountable, teachers would benefit from
an optimised process model for assessment, which spells out a process for building assessments
in a standards-referencing system. This is intended as one of the outcomes of this thesis.

2.7 Summary
Chapter 2 provided an overview of key terms and concepts in relation to educational
measurement, followed by the different systems for appraising student achievement. The
chapter then explored issues that threaten the validity of internal school-based assessment tasks.
These issues include teachers’ low assessment literacy, inadequate initial training courses,
teachers’ (lack of) recognition of their own assessment literacy, insufficient attempts to redress
this through professional development (including through marking external examinations such
as the NSW HSC), and insufficiently supported attempts to address these through professional
teaching standards. The chapter then considered the reasons for misalignment between
standards-referencing in theory and its practice, such as misunderstanding syllabus documents,
modelling internal school-based assessment tasks on external examinations, and threats to the
validity of internal school-based assessment tasks through writing assessment questions and
marking rubrics, marking (including using the marking rubric, teacher judgement and
moderation, and providing feedback to students).
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Chapter 3 presents a necessary first output and seminal contribution of this thesis: a stepby-step theoretical assessment process model. This model served as a foundation for all
subsequent data collections. It is necessary because, in its absence, there are few available
solutions to address the previously discussed threats to the validity of students’ results and
teacher practices that are misaligned with the current system in which they operate.
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Assessment Process Model
3.1 Introduction
In assessing students, teachers must aim to create an instrument that will enable a student
to provide evidence of their current knowledge, skills, and abilities, relative to the learning
outcomes of the course (Wilson & Moore, 2011). The student’s response to the question(s)
provides evidence of where the student is in relation to the developmental continuum that
underpins the ability being assessed. In a standards-referencing system, this is usually
operationalised within a marking rubric. This depends on the nature of the assessment, however,
as some types of assessment may not require a marking rubric (e.g., a multiple-choice test, an
unstructured series of questions to primarily gauge knowledge and skills).
This general sequence of writing assessment questions, marking rubrics, and applying the
marking rubric to evaluate student work is relatively well known (i.e., ask a question, receive an
answer, judge the quality of the response). However, there are constant threats to the reliability
and validity of assessment results in developing, administering, marking, and interpreting
students’ response to assessments and, in particular, for highly variable internal school-based
assessment tasks. These threats to the reliability and validity of assessments can lead to a
diminution in the validity of students’ results, and hence fairness to, and subsequent educational
practices for, students. Yet while the general process of assessment and rubric creation, and
subsequent marking, is known, the literature makes clear that there is little on-the-ground and
tailored support for teachers in the specifics of this process (van Der Kleij et al., 2018).
This thesis thus aims to develop a process model for teachers to create and utilise
assessments and marking rubrics within a standards-referencing framework. This process
model, outlined in this chapter as a first contribution of this thesis, is predicated on a theoretical
measurement model that underpins the development of performance standards. In addition, it
aims to identify (and respond to) the threats to the validity of students’ results within the process
of creating assessments and marking rubrics. This process model applies to most formal
assessments that aim to describe student achievement in relation to the performance standards
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and learning outcomes. This process model does not apply to assessment situations that are
informal, such as teacher observations of students in relation to class tasks or discussions, which
would require an alternative process beyond the scope of the current thesis. This chapter
describes this “theoretical assessment process model”. It takes Year 12 internal school-based
HSC assessments for English Advanced as its primary example, yet it is designed to ensure that
the process articulated is applicable for teachers across different subjects and courses.
One of the most influential works for developing the Model was that of Pollitt et al.
(2008), which examines how to improve the quality of General Certificate of Secondary
Education9 (GSCE) assessment and examinations in geography, business studies, and design
and technology through the concept of outcome space. They considered how students think and
behave in an examination to predict the range of possible student responses to a question at
various levels of appropriateness and quality. They focused on the verbs used within an
assessment, what this required for students to demonstrate the cognitive demands associated
with these verbs, and whether their marking rubrics would support necessary inferences about
student achievement. They found that the way questions were asked often resulted in failure to
elicit the cognitive processes examiners desired, thus proposing a reversal of the traditional
method of writing an assessment question (see Figure 3.1). The current model takes this
sequence as its starting point and elaborates the specific processes and considerations required
at each step to (a) maximise validity and reliability of student results and (b) conform to a
standards-referencing approach to assessment.
Figure 3.1
Reversal of Traditional Method to Write Assessment Questions

the key idea of
the task

9

the desired
outcome space

the mark
scheme

the question

GCSEs are examinations in particular subjects that occur in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland.
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The current model thus is intended to provide a structure to support teachers in assessing
student performance and student achievement within a standards-referencing framework and, at
the same time, to maximise the validity of results from their assessments.
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3.2 Theoretical Assessment Process Model
The process of creating assessments and marking rubrics, and their administration and
use within a standards-referencing system with the overall process depicted in Figure 3.2 below,
can be divided into the following six broad stages:
1.

preparing to develop the assessment,

2.

planning of the test blueprint,

3.

developing the assessment (including the associated rubric),

4.

administering the assessment,

5.

marking the responses,

6.

evaluating the results and providing feedback.

Figure 3.2
Theoretical Assessment Process Model
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Each of these six stages contain a series of smaller substages that enable teachers to align
the requirements of sound assessment practice with the principles of standards-referencing for
use in their everyday teaching. Each stage and its substages are unpacked next, using the (Year
12) internal school-based HSC assessment for English Advanced as an illustrative example.

3.2.1 Preparing to Develop the Assessment
The preparation stage of the Model, as depicted in Figure 3.3, comprises two substages:
determining the purpose of the assessment and determining the learning outcomes to be
assessed.
Figure 3.3
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 1
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3.2.1.1 Determining the Purpose of the Assessment
Assessment can be used for multiple purposes. In NSW, the term “assessment task”
across Years 7 to 11 means a formal, structured task, informed and dictated by the syllabus,
which outlines the number and weighting of assessments and the form for some assessments
and contributes towards grading and reporting purposes. In the case of the NSW HSC for Year
12 (the final year of secondary schooling), internal school-based HSC assessment tasks are used
for summative purposes to provide NESA with a distribution that rank orders students from the
school in the subject. This distribution is moderated by the HSC examination in the subject.
Teachers also use these internal school-based HSC assessment tasks to provide feedback to
students on how to improve performance and achievement. Other less formal assessments for a
Year 12 student are generally class-based tasks that serve to provide students with feedback on
their performance prior to them completing the internal school-based HSC assessment tasks.
This illustrates the dual purpose of assessment whereby the needs of summative assessment
usually take precedence over other purposes (Brevik et al., 2017; Harlen, 2005; van Der Kleij et
al., 2018). Therefore, in practice, the process of assessment for a Year 12 HSC course is that
depicted in Figure 3.4.
Figure 3.4
General Process of Internal School-Based HSC Assessment Tasks

Class-based
tasks (throughout
the course,
lowstakes,
determined by
class teacher if
desired)

Formal Trial
HSC
examination: an
internal schoolbased assessment
(towards the end
of the course,
high stakes)

Internal schoolbased HSC
assessments
(throughout the
course, high
stakes)

HSC
examination
(high stakes,
externally set)

This presents a general process flow of how internal school-based HSC assessment tasks
operate in practice. The first step of the class-based tasks (although optional if the teacher so
desires) provides formative feedback to students to help them prepare for the internal school-
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based HSC assessments. The performance on these, in turn, progresses towards the final HSC
examination.
The first substage in the Model is to determine the purpose (formative, summative, or
both) of an assessment. Teachers need to be mindful of the purpose(s) as they proceed in the
later substages of the Model, in particular, if the purpose of an assessment has been
predetermined and is outside the teacher’s control. That is, alignment between the purpose and
type of assessment may often require action at higher levels (e.g., curriculum development) than
those for whom the Model was created (i.e., teachers). This is because teachers are required to
operationalise assessment policy requirements rather than formulate policies. In other words, in
NSW, if teachers must create internal school-based HSC assessment tasks for summative
purposes, then the purpose has been predetermined, and teachers must adhere to the relevant
assessment and reporting requirements. In contexts where such requirements do not exist or that
allow for greater freedom, teachers may be further empowered to determine the purpose(s) of
assessment.
3.2.1.2 Determining the Learning Outcomes to be Assessed
A head of department will generally determine the learning outcomes to be assessed for
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks, within the parameters dictated by the syllabus, for
all courses across Years 7 to 12 (e.g., English Advanced, English Standard, English Extension
1, etc.). It is also generally the responsibility of the head of department to determine the type of
assessment the learning outcomes apply to, the date the task will occur, and how to weight this
task in its contribution to a student’s internal assessment mark. This is known as an assessment
schedule and is generally completed ahead of time. When determining which learning outcomes
will be assessed, the head of department must carefully consider the cognitive depth required of
the learning outcomes before selecting which will be assessed by the internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks. To illustrate this point, the following learning outcomes in Figure 3.5 are
taken from the current NSW HSC English Advanced Stage 6 syllabus.

65

Figure 3.5
HSC English Advanced Course Outcomes
HSC (Year 12) English Advanced Course Outcomes
A student:
EA12-1

independently responds to, composes and evaluates a range of complex texts for
understanding, interpretation, critical analysis, imaginative expression and pleasure

EA12-2

uses, evaluates and justifies processes, skills and knowledge required to effectively
respond to and compose texts in different modes, media and technologies

EA12-3

critically analyses and uses language forms, features and structures of texts justifying
appropriateness for specific purposes, audiences and contexts and evaluates their
effects on meaning

EA12-4

strategically adapts and applies knowledge, skills and understanding of language
concepts and literary devices in new and difference contexts

EA12-5

thinks imaginatively, creatively, interpretively, critically and discerningly to respond
to, evaluate and compose texts that synthesise complex information, ideas and
arguments

EA12-6

investigates and evaluates the relationships between texts

EA12-7

evaluates the diverse ways texts can represent personal and public worlds and
recognises how they are valued

EA12-8

explains and evaluates nuanced cultural assumptions and values in texts and their
effects on meaning

EA12-9

reflects on, evaluates and monitors own leaning and refines individual and
collaborative processes as an independent learner

Note: Reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; n.d.).

As an example, a head of department may initially decide that learning outcomes EA121, EA12-3, EA12-4, EA12-5, EA12-6, EA12-7, and EA12-8 will be assessed in an internal
school-based HSC assessment task, via an essay. In this scenario, it is quite difficult to
effectively assess the many learning outcomes because of the variety and complexity of each
outcome’s “elaborations”10 that must be taken into account (explained further in section
3.2.2.2), in addition to considering the complexities and interrelationships between the learning
outcomes. Such instances require a re-evaluation of which learning outcomes are more suited to

In NSW English syllabi, NESA uses the term “content” to refer to the elaborations of the outcome. The
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority are responsible for the development of the
Australian curriculum that NSW implements in its own format through the NSW syllabi, uses the term
“elaborations” up to Year 10 and “content descriptions” for the senior years. The decision was made to
use the term “outcome elaborations” in this thesis to avoid confusion for the reader since the word
“content” has connotations of topics to be taught to and learned by students.
10
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the purpose and suggested question format. This could then lead to a revision of the number of
learning outcomes to be assessed—for example, learning outcomes EA12-1, EA12-3, EA12-5,
and EA12-6. Learning outcomes EA12-4, EA12-7, and EA12-8 were excluded because, for
example, the teacher may have decided they could not validly assess values and cultural
assumptions in texts across different contexts (depending on the texts studied). This may be due
to the content taught and the extent to which this is aligned with and better captured by the
learning outcomes to be assessed.
In NSW, teachers are left to decide which combination of learning outcomes they will
assess. The underlying assumption is that teachers will use their assessment literacy to select
learning outcomes that validly assess students’ proficiencies. In NSW, NESA does not specify
how many learning outcomes should be assessed per assessment, leaving it up to teachers (in
conjunction with the head of department) to decide per assessment. However, it is proposed
here that it is difficult to effectively assess more than four learning outcomes with any one
assessment because of the complexities and interactions in the cognitive skills and knowledge
students would be required to demonstrate.

3.2.2 Planning of the Test Blueprint
The stage planning the test blueprint, as illustrated in Figure 3.6, comprises two
substages: decide what students need to demonstrate and identify the performance level
descriptions for learning outcomes and outcome elaborations that students are likely to
demonstrate.
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Figure 3.6
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 2

3.2.2.1 Decide What Students Need to Demonstrate
After deciding on the learning outcome(s) to be assessed, the teacher(s) responsible for
developing the assessment (generally nominated by the head of department) must consider what
students must do to demonstrate achievement of the learning outcomes by referring to the
outcome elaborations. These elaborations detail the knowledge and skills inherent in the
learning outcomes and give the teachers and test developers an indication of the types of
knowledge and skills that need to be assessed in building up evidence as to how well each
learning outcome is being achieved.
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Similar to the previous two substages, this, too, is a planning and conceptualisation
process that must be undertaken. This process should be recursive with the last, for instance, as
heads of department must carefully consider the outcome elaborations in this substage to ensure
they have selected the “right” learning outcomes in the prior substage; that is, there is alignment
with the cognitive skills and knowledge they wish to assess. Similarly, when a learning outcome
is selected to be assessed, it does not automatically follow that every associated outcome
elaboration will also be assessed; rather, the same learning outcome could be assessed multiple
times with a focus on one or multiple outcome elaborations. Each outcome elaboration should
contain one or more verbs, which indicate the cognitive skills and knowledge that students need
to be able to demonstrate and provide students with some insight into how to respond to the
question. During this process, attention must be paid to ensure the alignment of the skills and
knowledge indicated in the learning outcome with that to be assessed.
Additionally, consideration must be given to how the outcome elaborations relate to each
other and form the complexity of the learning outcome itself. However, while teachers generally
possess a greater familiarity with the notion of considering the verbs in questions, due to the
ubiquity of Bloom’s taxonomy (NESA has also produced a glossary with a focus on verbs that
target students so they understand what they must do), teachers should also consider Webb’s
depth of knowledge model (DOK) model. The model focuses on the context in which the verbs
are used and the depth of thinking required to answer the question (i.e., the cognitive level of
the product and activities students must produce). This substage may also require the
exploration of related documents such as, in NSW, the English Stage 6 Prescriptions: Modules,
Electives and Texts 2019–2023 (NESA, 2017), which explain the context and texts in which
students need to demonstrate their knowledge, skills, and understanding in their achievement of
learning outcomes.
In undertaking this substage, teachers need to pay attention to the outcome elaborations of
learning outcomes in standards-referencing systems to ensure there is cognitive alignment
between what they want students to demonstrate and the learning outcome, and hence the
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images they form of students. Learning outcome EA12-1 from the NSW HSC English
Advanced Stage 6 syllabus is used as an example in Table 3.1. Similar tables for the other
learning outcomes from the NSW English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus are presented in
Appendix 1. These tables provide examples as to what needs to be considered during the
development of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks. It should be noted here that,
although not exhaustive, the intention through this example is to serve as a guide as to how and
what teachers may consider in developing internal school-based HSC assessment tasks.
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Table 3.1
Teacher Considerations for Learning Outcome EA12-1 Elaborations
Learning Outcome EA12-1
Outcome Elaborations
Evaluate the relationship
between responder,
composer, text and
context

Critically evaluate the
aesthetic qualities of texts
and the power of language
to express personal ideas
and experiences

Critically engage with
complex texts from a
variety of personal, social,
historical and cultural
contexts, and evaluate
how these contexts impact
on meaning

analyse and evaluate how
and why texts influence
and position readers and
viewers

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Aspects Teachers
Need to Consider to Assess the Outcome Elaborations
-

Make a judgement and determine the value of the following
independently or interdependently. Who determines and what is
value?

-

How is “relationship” defined?

-

What aspects of the composer’s context must be discussed? What
influence does this have on a text?

-

What aspects of the responder’s context must be discussed? What
influence does this have on a text? How can the composer’s context
and that of the responder be linked?

-

How have people responded over time to the composer and their
text; has this changed in any way? If so, how and why?

-

Do students need to engage with critical theory as they make a
judgement and determine value? If so, how much critical theory? Can
they use it to form their own opinions and potentially disagree? Or do
they need to be critical?

-

How are “aesthetic qualities of text” defined? Does this connect to
“the power of language”? Do students need to examine the value
placed on these texts due to form, structure, medium, specific literary
devices?

-

Exactly what “personal ideas and experiences”? Do these need to be
specified to students or are they implied?

-

Do students need to be critical or engage in critical theory? What do
we want students to do with critical theory?

-

What does “engage” mean? Are they the skills defined in
“responding”?

-

How many is a “variety”?

-

From which “personal, social, historical and cultural contexts”? How
are these defined?

-

What value judgement can students make about how each of the
above creates and impacts meaning? What is meaning? Are there
positive and negative impacts as to how meaning is created?

-

Does ‘how’ refer to literary devices? Are these the component pieces
for an ‘analysis’? If so, exactly which literary devices do students need
to identify? What judgement should students make and what value
can be determined from this?

-

What influence does the text have? How and why?

-

What does ‘position’ mean?
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Learning Outcome EA12-1
Outcome Elaborations

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Aspects Teachers
Need to Consider to Assess the Outcome Elaborations
-

What component pieces do students have to identify and articulate
the interdependent relationship of to engage in “analysis”?

-

Exactly which “language features” and “stylistic elements” do
students need to identify? What do we want them to say about them?
What if they identify an aspect of meaning that we have not
considered?

-

What “effects” and “nuances” do we want them to identify and
connect?

-

Examples provided are “allusions, paradoxes and ambiguities”, which
means those could be used or something similar or completely
different.

Judiciously select aspects
of language, style and
convention to represent
experience for
interpretive, imaginative
and evaluative purposes

-

What does “judiciously select” mean?

-

Do we want students to select textual evidence and quotes in support
of arguments, supporting a thesis, in an essay?

-

Do we want students to carefully select their language choices and
writing style when writing responses?

Develop a creative,
informed and sustained
interpretation of texts
supported by close textual
analysis

-

How are we defining “creative, informed and sustained”?

-

What exactly do we want from students in their “interpretations”?
Are we looking for things in particular that they need to discuss?

-

Do we want students to select textual evidence and quotes in support
of arguments, supporting a thesis, in an essay? Do we want them to
analyse how literary devices have been used in this quote to illustrate
their argument?

Compose texts that
integrate different modes,
media and forms and
assess the impacts of this
combination on meaning
and response

-

What type of text do we want students to compose?

-

What “modes, media and forms” do we want students to integrate
and how?

-

How do we want them to “assess” this impact? What value judgement
do we want them to reach in relation to meaning and purpose?

Analyse how text
structures, language
features and stylistic
elements shape meaning
and create particular
effects and nuances, for
example through allusions,
paradoxes and ambiguities

Note: Text in first column reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; n.d.). Text in
second column developed for this PhD research.

As can be seen from Table 3.1, in this substage, teachers must deconstruct the
elaborations for the learning outcomes to determine what they want students to do and how they
want them to do it in order to evaluate students’ achievement of these learning outcomes. It can
also be seen in Table 3.1 that there can be a multitude of knowledge and skills to consider, and
some can overlap. Consequently, when teachers make explicit this myriad of knowledge and
skills, and their relationships to each other, this process enables clearer consideration of the
impact of learning outcomes being assessed on the assessment questions, marking rubric, the
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images they form of students, and their classroom practices. That is, these elaborations provide
teachers with a “guide” to contemplate what they are going to teach and therefore assess.
In the earlier example of a head of department in English initially selecting learning
outcomes EA12-1, EA12-3, EA12-4, EA12-5, EA12-6, EA12-7, and EA12-8 to be assessed, it
can be seen from Table 3.1 (and via the tables presented in Appendix 1) that there are in fact too
many underlying cognitive complexities that teachers need to consider to assess a student’s
knowledge, skills, and understandings effectively via a single essay (even if the internal schoolbased HSC assessment task does not purport to assess all outcome elaborations). Even reducing
the learning outcomes to be assessed to EA12-1, EA12-3, EA12-5, and EA12-6 (continuing
with the earlier example) being selected, teachers may find a similar issue arises, although it is
more manageable and would at least reduce this threat to validity. Another threat to validity can
also be reduced here: By carefully considering the learning outcomes and outcome elaborations,
teachers may realise that the learning outcomes initially selected to be assessed do not
accurately reflect the cognitive skills and knowledge required to achieve the learning outcomes.
This may result in a change to the learning outcomes being assessed. For example, instead of
assessing outcomes EA12-3, EA12-5, EA12-6, EA12-7, and their outcome elaborations (see
Table 3.2), teachers may realise that outcomes EA12-1, EA12-3, EA12-4, EA12-5, and their
outcome elaborations (see Table 3.3) are more aligned with what they want to assess, instead of
the previously selected learning outcomes. Tables 3.2 and 3.3 demonstrate the differences
between learning outcomes and the outcome elaborations to be assessed and highlight alignment
between what questions ask and the suitability of the learning outcomes being assessed
(although this question is considered more fully at a later stage of the Model).
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Table 3.2
Learning Outcomes and Outcome Elaborations Initially Selected to be Assessed in Example Essay
Learning Outcome (From
the Syllabus)

Outcome Elaborations (From the Syllabus)

EA12-3

EA12-3

A student critically
analyses and uses
language forms, features
and structures of texts
justifying appropriateness
for specific purposes,
audiences and contexts
and evaluates their effects
on meaning

•

Engage with complex texts through their specific
language forms, features and structures to
understand particular representations of human
experience and appreciate the power of
language to shape meaning

•

Explore and evaluate how mode, medium and
form shape and inform responses to texts

•

Critically select, use and analyse language forms
and features in a variety of personal, social and
cultural contexts and reflect on how these
choices influence responses

•

Support critical interpretations of texts through
sustained argument and relevant detailed
textual analysis

EA12-5

EA12-5

A student thinks
imaginatively, creatively,
interpretively, critically
and discerningly to
respond to, evaluate and
compose texts that
synthesise complex
information, ideas and
arguments

•

Evaluate the influence of the contexts of
composers and responders on perspectives and
ideas

•

Analyse how different language forms, features
and structures can be used to represent
different perspectives

EA12-6

EA12-6

A student investigates and
evaluates the relationships
between texts

•

EA12-7

EA12-7

A student evaluates the
diverse ways texts can
represent personal and
public worlds and
recognises how they are
valued

•

Appreciate, analyse and speculate about the
power of language to represent personal and
public worlds for critical reflection and pleasure

•

Evaluate the effect of context on shaping the
social, moral and ethical perspectives in texts

•

Evaluate and select language forms, features
and structures of texts to represent diverse
human experience, universal themes and social,
cultural and historical contexts

Potential
Question

Analyse and
evaluate how
language
shapes the
complexities in
representing
the human
experience from
different
contexts

Analyse how composers (authors, poets,
playwrights, directors, designers and so on)
combine elements from different texts, sources
and genres to create new texts for particular
audiences and purposes

Note: Text in first two columns reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; n.d.).
Text in final column created for this PhD research.
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Table 3.3
Learning Outcomes and Outcome Elaborations Selected to be Assessed in Example Essay and Deemed
More Suitable Than Those in Table 3.2
Learning Outcome (From
the Syllabus)
EA12-1
A student independently
responds to, composes
and evaluates a range of
complex texts for
understanding,
interpretation, critical
analysis, imaginative
expression and pleasure.

EA12-3
A student critically
analyses and uses
language forms, features
and structures of texts
justifying appropriateness
for specific purposes,
audiences and contexts
and evaluates their effects
on meaning

EA12-4
A student strategically
adapts and applies
knowledge, skills and
understanding of language
concepts and literary
devices in new and
different contexts

Outcome Elaborations (From the Syllabus)

Potential
Question

EA12-1
•

Evaluate the relationship between responder,
composer, text and context

•

Critically evaluate the aesthetic qualities of
texts and the power of language to express
personal ideas and experiences

•

Critically engage with complex texts from a
variety of personal, social, historical and
cultural contexts, and evaluate how these
contexts impact on meaning

•

Analyse how text structures, language features
and stylistic elements shape meaning and
create particular effects and nuances, for
example through allusions, paradoxes and
ambiguities

•

Develop a creative, informed and sustained
interpretation of texts supported by close
textual analysis

EA12-3
•

Engage with complex texts through their
specific language forms, features and
structures to understand particular
representations of human experience and
appreciate the power of language to shape
meaning

•

Explore and evaluate how mode, medium and
form shape and inform responses to texts

•

Critically select, use and analyse language
forms and features in a variety of personal,
social and cultural contexts and reflect on how
these choices influence responses

•

Support critical interpretations of texts through
sustained argument and relevant detailed
textual analysis

EA12-4
•

Evaluate how changing context and values can
influence how texts are composed and
interpreted

•

Explain the ways specific language concepts,
for example imagery, symbolism or sound,
shape meaning for different audiences and
purposes
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Analyse and
evaluate how
changes in
language reflect
different
contexts and
the complexities
of shifting
individual and
collective
morality in
representing
the human
experience

Learning Outcome (From
the Syllabus)
EA12-5
A student thinks
imaginatively, creatively,
interpretively, critically
and discerningly to
respond to, evaluate and
compose texts that
synthesise complex
information, ideas and
arguments

Outcome Elaborations (From the Syllabus)

Potential
Question

EA12-5
•

Evaluate the influence of the contexts of
composers and responders on perspectives
and ideas

•

Analyse how different language forms,
features and structures can be used to
represent different perspectives

Note: Text in first two columns reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; n.d.).
Text in final column created for this PhD research.

Tables 3.2 and 3.3 demonstrate the difference between the alignment of cognitive skills
and knowledge in the learning outcomes (through the outcome elaborations) and therefore the
potential question that may best capture these. By engaging in this process, a teacher may
realise that, instead of assessing the learning outcomes presented in Table 3.2, the learning
outcomes and potential assessment questions they potentiate (in Table 3.3) are what they in fact
want to assess. The focus of each potential assessment question differs. Both questions require
students to analyse and evaluate language, and consider different contexts and the human
experience. However, the second question, in Table 3.3, is quite specific in requiring students to
focus on changes in language in relation to the shifting complexities of individual and collective
morality, unlike the first question in Table 3.2, which may enable students to have greater
freedom to address that potential question because of its broader nature.
3.2.2.2 Identify the Performance-Level Descriptions for Learning Outcomes and Outcome
Elaborations
The next substage in the Model is to write the performance-level descriptions, which
describe the levels of cognitive performance implied by the outcome elaborations. This should
be done before the creation of the achievement descriptors (and associated mark) in a marking
rubric, which occurs in a later stage. Performance-level descriptions describe different points
along the developmental continuum for one cognitive skill in the learning outcomes and
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elaborations, and teachers should also align this with the performance band descriptors. This
ensures that the performance-level descriptions cover the full range of performance standards.
When multiple learning outcomes (and their elaborations) are being assessed, these multiple
performance-level descriptions need to be combined to express the relationships between them.
The performance-level descriptions need to be discussed among teachers to ensure mutual
understanding since this can impact the practices, activities, and experiences teachers use to
assist students to achieve learning outcomes. The performance-level descriptions must describe
increasing levels of cognitive performance that students could demonstrate (and thus achieve
higher marks), with each higher performance description building on the descriptions of the
level below by adding extra complexity, sophistication, and higher order thinking skills. An
example of how this might be done is presented in relation to an outcome elaboration for
learning outcome EA12-1 in Figure 3.5. In this example, the descriptions proceed from the
bottom (representing the lowest level of cognitive performance) to the top (representing
cognitive performance at the highest level).
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Figure 3.7
Performance-Level Descriptions for Learning Outcome EA12-1 Elaboration: Evaluate the Relationship
Between Responder, Composer, Text, and Context

Note: Created for this PhD research.

The cognitive depth inherent to each description is not only derived from the verbs used
in the questions or items (Bloom’s taxonomy), but also from the cognitive level of what
students produce and the nature of the assessment undertaken (Webb’s DOK). This is further
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dependent on the level of sophistication of the content for each course. The example in Figure
3.7 does not consider a question that students must answer, what students must produce exactly,
or in the case of English Advanced, a text that students must refer to (all of which will be
considered in Section 3.2.3).
The next step within this substage is, for each learning outcome, to combine the
performance-level descriptions for different outcome elaborations into a single performancelevel description. This is achieved through careful consideration of how each outcome
elaboration relates to the other within each learning outcome, as presented in Figure 3.8. Similar
to Figure 3.7, the lowest level of cognitive performance is at the bottom (of the arrow),
progressing upwards to higher levels of cognitive performance. It should be noted in Figure 3.7
that the performance-level descriptions do not sit directly one above the other, as in Figure 3.5.
Instead, aspects of the performance-level descriptions may overlap as students demonstrate
some elements of the combined outcome elaborations and not others. Figure 3.7 attempts to
capture this cognitive complexity, although it is not exhaustive in its performance-level
descriptions (it describes performance incrementally at the lowest levels before showing one
performance-level description in the middle and the last few at the top of cognitive
performance).

79

Figure 3.8
Combined Performance-Level Descriptions for Learning Outcome EA12-1 Elaborations: Evaluate the
Relationship Between Responder, Composer, Text, and Context and Develop a Creative, Informed, and
Sustained Interpretation of Texts Supported by Close Textual Analysis

Note: Created for this PhD research.
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One disadvantage to this process is that it is initially a time-consuming process because it
requires teachers to carefully consider the different levels of performance along the
developmental continuum, in addition to engaging in discussions with colleagues to reach a
shared consensus. However, the advantages in reducing the threat to validity of students’ results
offsets this extra time commitment because teachers become conscious of the skills and
knowledge (and their developmental continua) they are assessing and can be confident these are
well aligned to the learning outcomes.
The first advantage of engaging in the above process is that teachers will have to
critically engage with the varying levels of performance associated with each outcome
elaboration of a learning outcome, each learning outcome as a unified whole after considering
the combination of all the outcome elaborations, and, when combining the different skills,
knowledge, and understandings of various learning outcomes, reach a shared consensus of
performance overall. This is then socialised with colleagues and shared with students to enable
them to see what levels of performance are required, even before the assessment questions are
written. The second, and perhaps biggest, advantage of this process is that by carefully
considering, disseminating, and discussing the outcomes prior to creating the questions,
teachers must clearly articulate to themselves, colleagues, and students (and their parents)
exactly what they want students to demonstrate and consequently how they want students to
demonstrate this. Further, it better ensures that there is alignment between the cognitive
demands described in the achievement descriptors of a marking rubric and the cognitive
demands asked in the questions of the assessment.
These two substages of planning the test blueprint require (and foster) a thorough
understanding of the cognitive complexities in the skills and knowledge within the learning
outcomes and consideration of exactly what skills and knowledge teachers want students to
demonstrate. By undertaking this process, it reduces threats to the validity of students’ results
because teachers identify a developmental continuum of skills and knowledge, by writing
performance-level descriptions for learning outcomes and outcome elaborations, that students
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are likely to demonstrate. This does require teachers to have a level of proficiency in
understanding how to identify skills and knowledge in a developmental continuum because if
this is not done well, teachers will have difficulty conveying to students how to progress in the
knowledge and skills. Against this background, teachers can then develop the assessment,
which is the next stage in the Model.

3.2.3 Developing the Assessment (Including the Associated Rubric)
Developing the assessment comprises three substages as depicted in Figure 3.9 below:
writing the assessment question to assess performance on the appropriate learning outcomes,
writing the marking rubric, and conducting a review of the assessment.
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Figure 3.9
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 3

3.2.3.1 Writing the Assessment Question to Assess Performance on the Appropriate Learning
Outcomes
The next substage in the Model is for the teacher to write the assessment question(s).
After examining the learning outcomes and outcome elaborations, in the previous stages and
substages, writing questions aligned with a cognitive taxonomy should enable teachers to
develop assessment questions to elicit evidence that can be used to locate the student’s
performance within the marking rubric.

83

Teachers possess certain expectations about the skills and knowledge they expect their
students to be able to demonstrate. However, for teachers to write appropriate assessment
questions, they must also consider how students think about and respond to each question in
addition to the performance standards for the course. One aspect to consider includes the
cognitive demands implied by verbs and whether the verbs used in questions correspond to the
type of thinking skills teachers wish to assess. However, even more vital is how students
respond to an assessment because the question will provide the output that can be aligned with
the achievement descriptors in a marking rubric and the performance standards. In this respect,
a cognitive taxonomy is useful for teachers to structure assessment questions since it operates
similarly to a developmental continuum from lower to higher order thinking skills. When
assessments consist of numerous parts to a task, teachers should design assessment questions
beginning with lower order thinking skills, enabling all students to access the task, before
increasing in cognitive depth towards assessing higher order thinking skills. For example, in the
case of potential essay questions (such as those from Tables 3.4 and 3.5), when students are
asked to analyse and evaluate, they are restricted from achieving the highest level of Bloom’s
cognitive taxonomy (create) because of the parameters of what students are being asked to do.
One way to enable students to demonstrate performance at the highest level of a cognitive
taxonomy such as Bloom’s, in an essay, would be to allow students to formulate their own
question based on their studies and classwork, refine that question, engage in research to
address the question, and compose an essay answering the question. The key point here is that
teachers cannot assume that just using a verb in a question automatically aligns a question with
the corresponding thinking skill. The cognitive depth of an assessment is also determined by
how teachers allow and require students to respond, and then by the student’s response that
determines the overall cognitive depth that students have demonstrated.
For internal school-based HSC assessment tasks, teachers need to consider the
performance standards for the course when writing assessment questions (and their marking
rubrics) to ensure that the question is enabling students to demonstrate performance of the
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highest performance standards. If teachers do not enable high-achieving students to demonstrate
the highest level of performance (Band 6 in the NSW HSC), there is a threat to the validity of
students’ results. In high-stakes examinations like the HSC, students and teachers practise the
question types and formats used in the examination with a view to ensuring that students can
provide standard responses to standard questions (that is, questions such as those asked in past
examinations). In such assessment contexts, examiners are restricted by the curriculum in what
they assess and, consequently, there is a significant degree of predictability from year to year in
high-stakes examinations. This means that it is very difficult, if not impossible, to write
questions to assess the higher order thinking skills and learning outcomes required to
demonstrate the higher performance standards. This detracts from the validity of the
certification process when such results are considered in isolation.
The first substage to writing a question makes a direct link between the question and the
planning blueprint. This maximises the likelihood that a question will provide evidence against
the learning outcome because the developmental continuum of cognitive skills and knowledge
has been carefully considered.
3.2.3.2 Writing the Marking Rubric (Analytic/Holistic)
A marking rubric describes gradations in the cognitive skill of students’ responses to an
assessment question (Andrade, 2001). Marking rubrics can be instructional when they support
and evaluate learning, by providing students with immediate feedback that allows them to
identify their strengths and areas for further development. If well written, a rubric describes the
quality of work being demonstrated by the students, shows what is required to reach the next
level of proficiency, and guides them in their own self-improvement. It enables students to see
what they need to do to progress along the developmental continuum, from lower to higher
order thinking skills.
The marking rubric must be constructed simultaneously with the assessment question.
Teachers must then write the appropriate marking rubric (analytic or holistic) using paragraph
descriptions in relation to the question being asked of students and the learning outcomes being
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assessed in conjunction with the performance standards for the course. Using the information
from the previous substage on developing the performance-level descriptions, teachers have the
choice to construct either a “holistic” or “analytic” marking rubric. Each aims to describe
different levels of cognitive skills regarding students’ knowledge and skills in relation to an
assessment question (van Daal et al., 2019). Holistic marking rubrics are used for
impressionistic marking of a large quantity of student responses when the focus is giving the
students “overall” nonspecific feedback. Analytic marking rubrics are used to provide students
with more detailed feedback against specific criteria. However, often when holistic marking
rubrics are used, analytic-style feedback on specific criteria are nevertheless provided by
teachers to students (Verhavert et al., 2019).
Both types of rubrics may be aligned to standards-referencing requirements, although
much depends on the purpose of the assessment and the type of feedback teachers wish to
provide their students. Table 3.4 is an example of an analytic marking rubric used in relation to
one of the outcome elaborations for learning outcome EA12-1: “Develop a creative, informed
and sustained interpretation of texts supported by close textual analysis”, which in this instance
was selected to assess essay writing.
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Table 3.4
Analytic Marking Rubric for Individual Criteria
Outcome EA12-1 Elaboration:
Develop a Creative, Informed and Sustained Interpretation of Texts Supported by Close Textual
Analysis
CRITERIA
Thesis Statement

Arguments in
Support of Thesis

Response consists of
a philosophical
thesis statement

Response consists of
a thesis statement

Response consists of
a vague thesis
statement

Response does not
consist of a thesis
statement

Not enough
evidence

Arguments clearly
and consistently
support thesis made

Some arguments
support thesis made

Arguments do not
support thesis made

Not enough
evidence

Textual Evidence and
Quotes

Close Textual
Analysis

MARKS

Close textual
analysis of a wide
variety of literary
and structural
devices clearly
explaining how
each of these has
been used

5

Multiple pieces of
textual evidence and
quotes that have
been consistently
used correctly

Close textual
analysis of a variety
of literary and
possibly structural
devices and has
explained how
most of these have
been used

4

Multiple pieces of
textual evidence and
quotes that have
mostly been used
correctly

Some textual
analysis of literary
and possibly
structural devices,
although it is often
vague and
descriptive

3

Few pieces of textual
evidence and quotes
that have at times
been misunderstood

Minimal textual
analysis of literary
and possibly
structural devices,
although it is
primarily vague and
largely descriptive

2

No textual evidence
or quotes OR the
textual evidence or
quote has been
consistently
misunderstood and
used incorrectly

No textual analysis
OR definitions of
literary devices

Not enough evidence

Not enough
evidence

Note: Created for this program of PhD research.
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1

0

In Table 3.4, the individual criteria are the ability to write a thesis statement, present
arguments to support a thesis, use textual evidence and quotes, and to engage in textual analysis.
Table 3.4 shows that the achievement-level descriptors (which operate horizontally) contain a
performance-level description aligned to a mark as a way to capture the student’s achievement
for each criterion. However, this does not take into account additional criteria such as
vocabulary or sentence structure or how each of these criteria function together (which is where
a holistic marking rubric may be used). A student may score highly on each individual criterion
in an analytic rubric, but when combined for a holistic rubric, this may not be the case. In a
holistic rubric, this is because much depends on how the criteria relate to each other. The
criteria a teacher selects can change according to what individual skills and knowledge they
wish students to demonstrate.
There is no intrinsic limit to the number of achievement descriptors for each skill. The
number is limited by the extent to which teachers can delineate and describe differences in
performance. This requires that the language used must clearly differentiate between
achievement descriptors and avoid any ambiguity by stating exactly what teachers are looking
for. It is often worthwhile to determine at this stage whether each skill is equally important, or
whether some skills carry greater weight and significance for teachers, because by being aware
of this, teachers can be more transparent as to how they align students’ responses to marking
rubrics. For example, teachers may decide having in-depth textual analysis is more important
than having a thesis statement, and therefore, the mark a student achieves in textual analysis is
“worth more” because it carries a greater weighted mark that teachers need to specify. If,
however, all skills are of equal value, there is no need for such weighted marks attached to each
skill.
An analytic marking rubric can provide detailed feedback regarding individual criteria;
however, for complex combinations of different criteria, holistic marking rubrics are more
useful. A holistic marking rubric combines all the individual criteria in an analytic marking
rubric and explains their relationship to each other (as illustrated in Table 3.5). This enables
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teachers to determine the extent to which a student has achieved the learning outcome in all its
complexity. As with the analytic marking rubric, there is no specific number of achievement
descriptors in a holistic marking rubric (although NESA prescribes six performance band
descriptors to correspond to how they report HSC achievement); rather, it is dependent on the
extent to which teachers can articulate differences between the achievement descriptors and
how the criteria are interdependent. Both analytic and holistic marking rubrics are tenable
within standards-referencing systems when aligned to the learning outcomes. However, holistic
marking rubrics are preferable because they allow additional cognitive merit to be better
captured—in particular, higher order thinking skills that operate interdependently—whereas
analytic marking rubrics “break down” individual cognitive skills.
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Table 3.5
Reworking Analytic Marking Rubric in Table 3.4 Into a Holistic Marking Rubric
Outcome EA12-1 Elaboration:
Develop a Creative, Informed and Sustained Interpretation of Texts Supported by
Close Textual Analysis

MARKS

The student’s response consists of a philosophical thesis statement that is clearly and
consistently supported by the arguments made. The student has consistently
selected multiple pieces of textual evidence and quotes that constantly support the
arguments being made in an essay, that reinforces the overarching thesis. The
student has consistently supported all their arguments through close textual analysis
of a wide variety of literary and structural devices and clearly explained how each of
these has been used in the textual evidence and quotes to support the arguments
made and overarching thesis.

4

The student’s response consists of a thesis statement that is clearly and consistently
supported by the arguments made. The student has selected multiple pieces of
textual evidence and quotes that mostly support the arguments being made in an
essay, although there are times when the textual evidence or quote has been
misunderstood. The student has supported most of their arguments through close
textual analysis of a variety of literary and possibly structural devices and has
explained how most of these have been used in the textual evidence and quotes to
support the arguments made and overarching thesis, although at times there may be
a vague connection between the textual evidence and quotes and the textual
analysis.

3

The student’s response consists of a vague thesis statement that clearly and
consistently supports the arguments made. The student has selected few pieces of
textual evidence and quotes that sometimes support the arguments being made in
an essay. The student has attempted to support their arguments through some
textual analysis of literary and possibly structural devices and has attempted to
explain how some of these have been used, although it is often vague and often
descriptive.

2

The student’s response does not consist of a thesis statement. The student has not
selected textual evidence and quotes to support the arguments being made in an
essay. The student has attempted to support their arguments through minimal
textual analysis of literary and possibly structural devices and has attempted to
explain how some of these have been used, although it is primarily vague and largely
descriptive.

1

The student’s response does not demonstrate enough evidence.

0

Note: Created for this program of PhD research.

The Model (as outlined in the previous stages) can be used to create assessment questions
and their associated marking rubrics to faithfully adhere to tenets of standards-referencing. For
instance, Table 3.6 presents an idealised alignment of the learning outcomes, elaborations, and
question aligned to the holistic marking rubric presented in Table 3.7, based on the Model. This
rubric, constructed for this thesis to illustrate the more comprehensive achievement descriptors
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required by the Model, better articulates to students what teachers are looking for when
marking.
Table 3.6
Learning Outcomes, Outcome Elaborations, and Question for Marking Rubric in Table 3.7
Learning Outcomes
EA12-3
A student critically analyses and uses
language forms, features and structures of
texts justifying appropriateness for specific
purposes, audiences and contexts and
evaluates their effects on meaning
EA12-4
A student strategically adapts and applies
knowledge, skills and understanding of
language concepts and literary devices in
new and different contexts
EA12-5
A student thinks imaginatively, creatively,
interpretively, critically and discerningly to
respond to, evaluate and compose texts
that synthesise complex information, ideas
and arguments
EA12-7
A student evaluates the diverse ways texts
can represent personal and public worlds
and recognises how they are valued

Outcome Elaborations

Question (Marking
Rubric)

Make innovative and
imaginative use of language
features including
punctuation and syntax for
particular effects
Apply knowledge and
experience of literary
devices in creating new texts

Compose creative and critical
texts that affirm or challenge
ideas, values and perspectives
that are represented in texts

Compose a
narrative exploring
dual perspectives
of an issue and how
this affects the
characters

Experiment in own
compositions with the
different ways in which form,
personal style, language and
content engage and position
the audience

Note: Text in first two columns reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; n.d.).
Text in final column created for this PhD research.
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Table 3.7
Theoretical Assessment Process Model Example Holistic Marking Rubric Aligned With Table 3.6
Narrative Writing Marking Rubric:
Compose a Narrative Exploring Dual Perspectives of an Issue and How This Affects the
Characters

MARKS

The student has composed a narrative that explores in a philosophical manner the dual
perspectives of an issue and how this affects the characters such as but not limited to
different perspectives gained over time through the exploration of existential questions in
a society and differing fundamental views between characters over an issue. Throughout
the narrative, there is a sustained reflective process for each character with the question
explored conceptually with accompanying motifs and/or extended metaphors weaved
subtly throughout the narrative to enhance it. The narrative effectively adheres to the
plot structure and has a consistent narrative voice that is original, authentic, engaging,
and reflects the multiple perspectives presented. The characters, including dialogue, and
setting are developed in detail and described clearly and concisely utilising the five senses
and a wide variety of literary techniques. The student has used a wide variety of verbs to
indicate action and has consistently shown action instead of telling the reader. The
student has maintained consistent grammatical tense throughout the narrative and has
utilised a sophisticated vocabulary appropriately to purpose and audience, with no errors
in punctuation and spelling.

5

The student has composed a narrative that explores dual perspectives of an issue and
how this affects the characters such as but not limited to different perspectives gained
over time through the exploration of existential questions in a society and differing
fundamental views between characters over an issue. Throughout the narrative, there is a
reflective process that is not always sustained and may not be for each character. The
question may not be explored conceptually with an attempt to include accompanying
motifs and/or extended metaphors. The narrative effectively adheres to the plot
structure and has a mostly consistent narrative voice that is often engaging and mostly
reflects the multiple perspectives presented, although there are lapses. The characters,
including dialogue, and setting are relatively well developed but may lack detail in areas
and describe utilising the five senses and a variety of literary techniques. The student has
used a variety of verbs to indicate action and has mostly shown action instead of telling
the reader. The student has maintained mostly consistent grammatical tense throughout
the narrative with the occasional lapse and has utilised a vocabulary appropriate to
purpose and audience, with very minimal errors in punctuation and spelling.

4

The student has composed a narrative that explores a perspective of an issue and how
this affects a character that is occasionally unclear such as but not limited to a perspective
gained over time through the exploration of existential questions in a society and a
different view over an issue. Throughout the narrative, there is a superficial reflective
process that is often vague and/or not sustained and may not be for each character. The
question may make an attempt to be explored conceptually but is predominantly literal
with a vague attempt to include a motif and/or extended metaphor. The narrative
adheres to the plot structure and has a narrative voice that can be confused. Often there
is difficulty in distinguishing between the multiple perspectives presented. The
characters, including dialogue, and setting may lack sufficient description utilising the five
senses and literary techniques. The student has attempted to use verbs to indicate action
and has on occasion shown action instead of telling the reader. The student may have
changed grammatical tense throughout the narrative and has utilised a vocabulary
appropriate to purpose and audience with the occasional lapse, with errors in
punctuation and spelling.

3
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Narrative Writing Marking Rubric:
Compose a Narrative Exploring Dual Perspectives of an Issue and How This Affects the
Characters

MARKS

The student has composed a narrative that explores a perspective of an issue and how
this affects a character, although it is often unclear. Throughout the narrative, there is
very limited reflection that may not necessarily be a process that is often vague and/or
descriptive and may not be for each character. The narrative vaguely attempts to adhere
to the plot structure and has a confusing narrative voice. The student has told the reader
as opposed to showing utilising the five senses and literary techniques. The student may
have changed grammatical tense throughout the narrative and has utilised a vocabulary
that may be inappropriate to purpose and audience with the occasional lapse, with errors
in punctuation and spelling.

2

The student has composed a response that does not address the requirements of the
task.

1

Insufficient evidence

0

Non-attempt

N/A

Note: Created for this program of PhD research.

A note of warning: While teachers can try to be specific in their creation of achievement
descriptors to characterise student performance, there may be words that require definition and
mutual understanding (e.g., effective, original, authentic, engaging, creative, flair), as well as
demonstrating the use of examples of previous student work (“exemplars”) or other writing
(both good and bad examples). In doing so, it is expected that agreement is reached between
teachers that the exemplars of work are indeed reflective of the stated level. Together, this
enables students to think about what makes one piece of writing (in this instance) better than
another. If this is not done, then these words remain vague and ambiguous for students. In the
case of the NSW HSC external examinations, the marking rubric is generally standardised and
constant from year to year, with HSC examination questions varying but consistent in their
ability to elicit responses from students that could be used to locate students along the marking
rubric. This is appropriate for the NSW HSC external examinations because it reports student
achievement and that feedback is not required due to its summative nature. However, these
marking rubrics are not ideal practice for assessments created by teachers within standardsreferencing systems. In contrast to HSC examination marking rubrics, for internal school-based
HSC assessment tasks to be of value to students, they must be written in a way that makes sense
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to other staff and students, since students (and parents) do not possess the same specialist
knowledge of HSC external examination markers.
NSW teachers are exposed to and may potentially use the following example of a lessthan-ideal holistic marking rubric. Figure 3.10 is an example HSC examination question of the
NSW HSC English Advanced course produced by NESA, and Figure 3.11 is its accompanying
example of a NESA holistic marking rubric.
Figure 3.10
Section III—Module C: The Craft of Writing Example A

Note: Reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; 2017).
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Figure 3.11
NESA Holistic Marking Rubric HSC English Advanced Paper 2 Sample

Note: Reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; 2017).

Figure 3.11 shows a less-than-ideal NESA marking rubric with generally three dot points
in each performance band descriptor for the three different skills and knowledge that are
assessed, suggesting that each of the three criteria should be assessed separately instead of
paragraph descriptions of achievement for holistic judgement. Therefore, teachers may “tick” or
“circle” different criteria across multiple bands before engaging in an “internal averaging” of
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these criteria to arrive at a student’s mark. This sort of use of personal standards can raise
questions about how teachers arrive at their mark (and the validity of this as an index of the
student’s achievement).
Furthermore, when the “new” NESA HSC English Advanced marking rubric from Figure
3.11 is compared with its previous equivalent—that is, an “old” NESA HSC English Advanced
marking rubric in Figure 3.12—there is little to indicate that the two marking rubrics are aligned
to different learning outcomes from different syllabi. While syllabi may have similarities in
their cognitive taxonomies, and the skills and knowledge that are required at the various levels
of the cognitive taxonomy, high-stakes external examinations in standards-referencing systems
need to assess the learning outcomes within a particular course’s syllabus. If marking rubrics of
high-stakes external examinations are similar across different syllabi, then it is unclear how the
learning outcomes are operationalised within the marking rubric and if there is genuine
alignment between the cognitive skills in the learning outcome and the marking rubrics. The
Model is a way to ensure this alignment.
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Figure 3.12
NESA Holistic Marking Rubric 2018 HSC English Advanced Paper 1 Section 2

Note: Reproduced from NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA; 2018).

This second substage of writing the marking rubric is important as it enables cognitive
alignment of the question with the skills and knowledge that will be awarded marks within the
marking rubric. This reduces threats to the validity of assessment results associated with
students’ misunderstandings of what is required of them and how they can progress.
3.2.3.3 Conduct a Review of the Assessment
The assessment question and marking rubric developed in the previous substages would
then be discussed with colleagues to ensure a shared understanding. Questions that might guide
this discussion include the following:
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1.

How do teachers understand and interpret the question?

2.

How do teachers understand and interpret the differences in achievement descriptors in
the marking rubric?

3.

How do teachers think their students will respond to the question?

4.

Does the assessment address the learning outcomes to be assessed?

5.

Does the assessment request a response at the appropriate cognitive depth required by the
learning outcome and outcome elaborations?

6.

Does the marking rubric clearly articulate varying levels of increasing performance in
relation to the learning outcomes?
In discussing the answers to these questions, teachers can modify the question or marking

rubric based on their moderated decisions. It is important to note here that technically, within
standards-referencing, the achievement descriptors do not require a mark range beside them,
although this is often done in practice. In NSW, mark ranges are generally used to rank order
students for their HSC school assessment mark in each course, and these ranks are moderated
against the HSC external examination to produce a moderated school assessment that is used in
conjunction with the examination to produce a HSC mark. As the relative difference between
students’ rankings is used to contribute to the UAC to calculate a tertiary entrance score for the
generation of an ATAR, the HSC school assessment mark contributes to the ATAR. The Model
advocates for teachers to be clear regarding the different gradations of student performance
between achievement descriptors within marking rubrics. Therefore if, for example, teachers
mark an essay out of 20, and they decide to use a mark range of 17 to 20 for the highest
achievement descriptor, teachers will need to be clear about the difference between a 17 versus
an 18, and so forth, and how they communicate this to each other and to students. Yet the
Model also allows for flexibility according to school context, allowing for single marks or letter
grades against achievement descriptors. Some school contexts may desire mark ranges aligned
to achievement descriptors for an overly competitive student cohort (and their parents) to easily
determine school assessment marks, which account for the ranks and relative differences
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between students’ results. Other school contexts may prefer single marks or letter grades to
overcome this competitiveness among students. This third substage reduces threats to validity of
students’ results associated with misalignment between the cognitive skills that are targeted by
the question and those described in the marking rubric.

3.2.4 Administering the Assessment
The next stage is to administer the assessment (see Figure 3.13), ensuring conditions are
fair by ensuring equal opportunity for all students to demonstrate what they know and can do.
Figure 3.13
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 4

There is limited need for the Model to specify how to enact this stage because there needs
to be flexibility in the administration of assessment. Indeed, how equitable opportunities are
created for students needs to take into account individual school contexts and student cohorts.
The administration should adhere to any school policies regarding the administration of
assessments.
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3.2.5 Marking Against Rubrics
Marking against rubrics comprises two substages: pilot marking of scripts, and marking
against the marking rubric, providing additional comments to students, as illustrated in Figure
3.14.
Figure 3.14
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 5

3.2.5.1 Pilot Marking of Scripts
During this substage, all students’ responses to the assessment are returned to staff. With
these in hand, teachers who are marking this assessment (“markers”) sit down together and
refamiliarise with the assessment question and marking rubric before pilot marking a range of
“common” responses. The responses marked in this exercise should demonstrate a wide range

100

of student achievement. The responses selected for marking can be selected randomly, although
in the event that those random responses all demonstrate a similar level of achievement, it is
also useful to have responses from students who generally in the past have scored very well or
very low and mark these in relation to the current rubric. These will then be used by teachers as
exemplars of the different achievement descriptors to ensure consistency and comparability in
marking.
During this substage, all teachers should mark each of the selected student responses.
This can be done by photocopying students’ responses and distributing them, or scanning and
emailing them to the teachers who are marking. In this independent marking process, teachers
should align the student’s response using a pairwise comparison technique; that is, they look at
the response and compare it to the image reflected in the achievement descriptor of the marking
rubric. This would begin at the bottom of the marking rubric, and if the response is better than
the achievement described, they move up to the next level and repeat the process as necessary.
This process continues until the student’s response is of a lower level than the achievement
descriptor to which it is being compared. The pilot marking occurs until all the selected
responses have been marked, compared, and discussed. Teachers then discuss which
achievement descriptor best aligns with each student’s response (and what mark they would
assign as a consequence if they are using a mark range). In doing so, teachers should share their
opinions of why the script does or does not demonstrate the cognitive skills inherent in the
marking rubric and the question. Differences are discussed. Where a discrepancy in mark is due
to differences in teachers’ interpretation of the marking rubric (which ideally has been
addressed in one of the previous stages), or of what has been produced by the student, teachers
will need to reach a consensus through discussion and/or referring to other exemplars.
Depending on the experience and/or number of teachers involved in the discussion, it may be
necessary to seek the opinions of other staff within the faculty. Through this process, the
teachers become more aligned in their judgement, and this leads to less variation in the range of
marks given for the selected responses. This process is repeated, ideally until consistency in
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marking is achieved. During this substage, it is also possible to make minor adjustments to the
marking rubric if numerous students provide responses that have not been accounted for in the
marking rubric.
During this pilot marking session, if the assessment comprises a series of questions,
teachers should mark and discuss on a question-by-question basis. A key reason for this is to
avoid missing nuances in students’ responses to individual questions. However, in the event of
marking an essay or another single-response item, teachers would read through the entire
response before justifying where they would align the student’s response to the marking rubric
and a specific mark (if using a mark range) and then engage in discussion. Engaging in this step
reduces threats to the validity of results associated with inconsistent application of the marking
rubric between markers.
3.2.5.2 Marking Against the Marking Rubric, Providing Additional Comments to Students
After consistency in marking when using the rubric has been achieved, each teacher is
allocated responses to mark the assessment against the marking rubric. During this time, which
may be over several days or longer, the marker can refer to piloted responses and use them as
exemplars to ensure they remain consistent in their marking. Teachers should continue to use
the pairwise comparison technique articulated in the previous section as they mark, comparing
the response to the image reflected in the achievement descriptor of the marking rubric.
Teachers should also provide a brief summary of each student’s response regarding what they
did well and what they can do to improve, drawing specific examples from the student’s work.
Following this process ensures teachers explain to the student what they need to do to progress.

3.2.6 Checking the Results to Validate the Assessment and Return Feedback to
Students
This final stage of reviewing and reporting the results of an assessment consists of three
substages (see Figure 3.15): teachers engaging in a final discussion with colleagues to review
consistency in marking, recording and returning the assessment results to students with
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accompanying feedback, and students implementing the feedback and having the option to
resubmit the assessment to demonstrate improved achievement of the learning outcomes.
Figure 3.15
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 6

Feedback can be implemented by students in subsequent assessments; however, it may be
easier for the student to demonstrate improvement through revision and resubmission since the
content and feedback are still relatively fresh in mind, and the feedback may be particularly
relevant to that assessment. For example, a student may for their first assessment study Hamlet
and compose an essay, yet the next unit of work may require an assessment on students’
creative writing skills. It adds another layer of complexity and abstraction for students to
demonstrate improvement in one set of skills through their application to novel content and
context. Students’ implementation of feedback is an ideal component of assessments, although
not applicable to external high-stakes examinations that are used for certification purposes.
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3.2.6.1 Final Discussion With Colleagues Reviewing Consistency in Marking
After all markers have completed marking the assessment, there needs to be a final
discussion and review of a small number of responses to reconcile any perceived anomalies,
with a view to achieving consistency across markers. This is an opportunity for markers to have
a colleague provide a second opinion on student responses that may have proven problematic or
on responses awarded very high or low marks. Generally, discussion should include examples
of responses from a variety of achievement descriptors to ensure consistency in marking. This
substage further reduces threats to the validity of results arising from the inconsistent use of
marking rubrics between teachers.
3.2.6.2 Recording Student Achievement and Returning Assessment to Students With
Accompanying Feedback
During this penultimate substage, teachers record student achievement before returning
responses to students with their accompanying feedback. Feedback needs to clearly state what
students did well and what they could do to further progress. For feedback to be meaningful to
students, it should be in relation to specific criteria (more “analytic”) and how they could have
connected or used it more effectively (more “holistic”). Feedback should use specific examples
from the student’s own work, with suggestions made for revision. At this point, teachers can
also provide an overall feedback session, highlighting what the student cohort did more and less
well, and address individual student questions. This session can also be used to help students
understand the marking rubric to foster greater transparency of marking practices. Teachers
could generate poorly written exemplar responses to share during an overall feedback session,
presenting common trends, which removes the threat of demoralisation of presenting genuine
student work. During this feedback session, teachers could also use anonymised exemplars of
high-achieving students (with their permission), explaining the features of the response that
enabled the student to achieve highly. The use of students’ own work here indicates to students
that it is possible to achieve highly and provides transparency that teachers are not constantly
shifting performance requirements and expectations. This enables students and teachers to
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compare and contrast between “good” and “poor” responses. Additionally, teachers can use
several exemplars of high achievement to demonstrate to students that there is more than one
way to achieve highly. Finally, this overall feedback session can be used for students to identify
what they need to do to improve further, based on feedback from their assessment and through
the consideration of the exemplars in the overall feedback session.
3.2.6.3 Students Implement the Feedback From the Assessment and Have the Option to
Resubmit to Demonstrate Improved Achievement of Learning Outcomes
This final substage enables students to implement the feedback from the assessment (and
have the option to resubmit it, if so desired, although it is most likely that students who
genuinely desire to improve would undertake this process) to demonstrate an improved level of
performance of the learning outcomes. Whether this is mandatory or optional should be decided
by teachers depending on their school context. For example, in a school context where students
do not read and implement teacher feedback, and teachers would like to change this practice,
teachers may decide to make it mandatory. However, in a school where students do consistently
implement teacher feedback and know how to do this, it may not be necessary. If the student
was allocated a mark, it would not change the mark but rather would be a means for them to
demonstrate an improved level of knowledge or skill as an outcome of the feedback. Although
this substage may appear to be a time-consuming process, the teacher and student can negotiate
whether the student reattempts the assessment in its entirety or focuses on one aspect (e.g.,
redraft one paragraph). Nevertheless, it is a useful step in assisting students to move further
along the developmental continuum specified in the process of standards-referencing.

3.3 Summary
The Model, as the first contribution of this thesis and on which later research builds,
makes it clear to teachers when, why, and how to deconstruct the learning outcomes (and
outcome elaborations), construct assessment questions, and undertake a process of marking in
order to gain consistency of judgement. Figure 3.8 provides a graphical representation of this
theoretical process assessment model and is a culmination of this chapter: a step-by-step process
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as to how assessment can function in practice for teachers working in a standards-referencing
system. The Model developed and articulated here aims to reduce threats to the validity of
student results, taking as its example the NSW HSC English Advanced course. It outlines six
broad stages, including preparing to develop the assessment, planning of the test blueprint,
developing the assessment task (including the associated rubric), administering the assessment,
marking against rubrics, and checking the results to validate the assessment and return feedback
to students, with each of these stages containing a series of smaller substages. The Model serves
as the basis for the subsequent research questions, data collection, analyses, and discussion.
Chapter 4 outlines the methodology for these investigations, which adopted an exploratory,
mixed-methods sequential design.
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Chapter 4: Methods
4.1 Design and Overview
The first purpose of this thesis was to explicate a model for the creation, marking, and
reporting of assessment in a standards-referencing system, with a focus on reducing threats to
the validity of students’ results. To achieve this, the current research took as its example the
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks in HSC English Advanced. Specifically, this PhD
research sought to first address the following:
1.

How should teachers create assessments and their marking rubrics to adhere to the
requirements of a standards-referencing system, to recognise and address the threats to
validity in such a process, as demonstrated through its application in creating internal
school-based HSC assessment tasks?
A second purpose of this thesis was to determine the extent to which teachers’ practices

and beliefs adhered to this idealised process. Specifically, the following research questions were
subsequently investigated:
2.

How do teachers currently create internal school-based HSC assessment tasks and
marking rubrics in their standards-referencing system, and what are the threats to validity
in such a process?

3.

What are teachers’ perceptions of their assessment practices relative to what they actually
do?
To address these questions, the current study adopted an exploratory, mixed-methods

sequential design which involved initial qualitative data collection (to address Research
Question 2), which informed and was then followed by quantitative data collection (to
investigate Research Question 3). Qualitative data capture included semistructured interviews,
assessments and associated marking rubrics, and observation of participants during the creation
of their assessments and marking rubrics to capture teachers’ processes and internal thoughts as
they carried out their typical assessment creation procedures. On the basis of the insights

107

generated from these data, a quantitative online survey was created and distributed to investigate
teachers’ beliefs and practices in relation to the various stages and substages of the Model. The
overall design and sequence of the study is depicted in Figure 4.1. Taken together, this was
intended to yield insights into teachers’ perceptions of their practice, what teachers say they do
and what they actually do, and teachers’ explanations of their practices and beliefs, including
areas of incongruence. It was also expected to generate insights into current gaps in teachers’
understandings of assessment in a standard-referencing system, which may be a viable target for
future pre- and in-service training.
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Figure 4.1
Design and Sequence of the Study

Creation of the theoretical assessment process model

University ethics approval for semistructured interviews, observations, and assessment samples

Semistructured interviews, observations, and collection of assessment samples to validate the
theoretical assessment process model

Refinement of the theoretical assessment process model

Creation of the online survey

Validation process of the online survey

University ethics approval for the online survey

Contact and approval from NESA to distribute the online survey to 2014–2016 HSC English markers
and NSW ETA to include link to the online survey in their online newsletter

Face validation of the online survey

Analysis of data
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4.2 Derivation of the Theoretical Assessment Process Model
The Model explicated here was created by exploring various aspects of assessment
practice including, but not limited to, the development of assessment questions (Ahmed &
Pollitt, 2011; McMillan, 2001; Polikoff et al., 2011), the development of marking rubrics
(Heldsinger & Humphry, 2013; Humphry & Heldsinger, 2014; Pollitt et al., 2008; Sadler, 2014;
van Daal et al., 2019; Verhavert et al., 2019), teacher judgements including pairwise comparison
(Heldsinger & Humphry, 2010; Heldsinger & Humphry, 2013; Verhavert et al., 2019; WyattSmith et al., 2020), moderation practices (van Daal et al., 2019; Sadler, 2014; Wyatt-Smith et
al., 2017), and applying a marking rubric to students’ responses (Freiberg, 2008; Humphry &
Heldsinger, 2014; Jewels et al., 2007; O’Neill, 2008; Sadler, 2014; Verhavert et al., 2019).
These aspects of standards-referencing assessment requirements were reconciled to arrive at
what is considered best contemporary assessment practices, which are then articulated within
the Model. By extracting best practice from this literature and describing their connections
within the Model (which was then further investigated in this program of PhD research), it was
anticipated that the Model could be used to interrogate these processes further by: (1) making
explicit the inconsistencies in current practice and suggesting opportunities to enhance their
alignment; and (2) providing a resource to better align teacher assessment practices with the
standards-referencing system, and in this way improving the functioning (and outcomes) of this
system for policymakers, educators, and students.
In applying and exemplifying stages and substages of the Model, the NSW standardsreferencing context—and HSC English in particular—was used as an example. To achieve this,
the information provided to teachers by the curriculum authority (NESA) was analysed to
identify how standards-referencing was operationalised and what guidance there was for
teachers to implement a standards-referencing approach in their everyday assessment practices.
The principles of standards-referencing are outlined (briefly) for NSW teachers on the NESA
website (NSW Education Standards Authority [NESA], n.d.). NESA do provide supporting
documents in the form of Standards Materials, although exemplar student responses that
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demonstrate achievement of the cut-off of performance standards are not routinely updated.
NESA has also on occasion offered professional development to teachers regarding assessment.
However, there remain a number of aspects of how teachers should implement standardsreferencing that are not explicitly or comprehensively addressed by these NESA offerings, such
as how teachers should align assessments to learning outcomes (Looney, 2011).
In relation to the NSW context, and specifically that of the HSC English Advanced
course, the Model also considers NESA’s (2018) Assessment and Reporting in English
Advanced Stage 6 policy (with each NSW HSC course possessing a similar document), which
outlines the rules and requirements of assessments in the senior years of schooling. English
courses in NSW must also consider the English Stage 6 Prescriptions: Modules, Electives and
Texts Higher School Certificate 2019–2023 (NESA, 2017), which contains descriptions of the
modules for study for the HSC examination. Other Australian states, such as Victoria and
Queensland, have policies akin to NSW for the study of English, whereas foreign educational
contexts provide seemingly less-restrictive policies. Countries such as Canada, England and
Scotland provide guidance for the study of texts from their own national literatures, as well as
others, although these study options are seemingly less numerous than NSW. These sources
provide general guidance for teachers to engage in assessment practices in standardsreferencing, yet there is no clear step-by-step process on what, how, and when teachers should
engage in each stage and substage. That is, while the available literature highlights the
importance of achieving alignment to standards-refencing requirements, and the risks to
students and the system if not done, research (and Australian authorities) offers little practical
guidance about how teachers could achieve this.
Where theory, research or government guidance is silent about how exactly to reconcile
system requirements with practice, additional theories were sought to bridge these gaps in the
Model. This included cognitive taxonomies such as Bloom’s taxonomy which, while largely
familiar to teachers, are not always applied in the context of assessment. Yet these cognitive
taxonomy principles can also be used to specify developmental continua in relation to learning
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outcomes—for example, against which teachers articulate cognitive gradations as performance
band descriptors and compare these with students’ responses. Theoretical principles within
cognitive taxonomies (rather than assessment theory per se) were integrated as a common thread
to tie together different theories and principles about discrete aspects of assessment.

4.3 Participants
Participants in the qualitative component of the study were nine English teachers. These
participants were recruited to ensure diversity in school types (i.e., five from public high schools
and four from independent high schools), roles (i.e., three heads of English, two acting heads of
English, and four experienced teachers), geographic areas (i.e., three from rural high schools
and six from the Greater Sydney region), student bodies (i.e., one from a single-sex school and
eight from coeducational high schools), and academic ranking (i.e., two from academically
high-achieving independent and public schools, two from low-achieving public schools, and
two from mixed-ability public high schools). This was planned to ensure that the assessment
processes identified were not representative or resultant of a specific school or educator
characteristic, and thus insights generated (and used for survey design) would be more broadly
informative. While number of years in the field was not specifically captured, all participants
were in mid- to late-career stages and in head of department (or similar level) roles.
Participants in the quantitative component of the study were 284 teachers from public,
Catholic, and independent high schools across NSW. Respondents were recruited via email,
circulated by NESA to all its HSC English markers from 2014 to 2016. The NSW ETA also
included a link in its online edition. Consequently, the number of responses was high, but it was
not possible to calculate a response rate. All responses were received between December 2016
and July 2017. The sample comprised predominantly female teachers (n = 216 female; 76.1%),
which is broadly reflective of the makeup of the NSW teacher workforce (CESE, 2018). A
majority were English teachers in public schools (n = 177; 62.3%), with a smaller proportion
from Catholic (n = 52; 18.3%) and independent (n = 55; 19.4%) schools. Respondents ranged in
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their levels and years of teaching experience (M = 4.14; SD = 1.81): early career < 5 years (n =
7; 2.5%), mid career 5 to 15 years (n = 117; 41.2%), and later career 16+ years (n = 160;
56.34%). Most participants (n = 267; 94.35%) were or had been HSC markers, likely due to
NESA emailing the online survey to its 2014 to 2016 cohort of HSC English markers. The
remainder of the sample (n = 16; 5.65%) were not or had not marked HSC English. As such, the
sample likely overestimated knowledge and interest in assessment procedures due to the
majority having opted into the HSC marking and training process for at least one of the
preceding 3 years.
Yet participants of the online survey varied as to whether they had any initial teacher
training on assessment. Of those that were HSC markers, a substantial proportion (n = 89) had
no initial training, a small number (n = 34) were unsure, and the majority (n = 144) had at least
some initial teacher training on assessment. For those who had undertaken training on
assessment in their preservice teacher education course, participants were diverse in terms of
completing training on assessment as part of another unit, such as a methodology unit (n = 110),
as a separate unit (n = 31), both (n = 1), or could not remember (n = 2). The participants in the
online survey were diverse in what they indicated as the foremost influence on their assessment
practices: BOSTES (now NESA; n = 70), colleagues (n = 30), heads of department (n = 31),
HSC marking experience (n = 104), their own experience (n = 42), or none of these options (n =
7). Table 4.1 summarises if respondents completed any study on assessment in their initial
teacher training and the form this took.
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Table 4.1
Total Number of Completed Survey Respondents on their Initial Teacher Training on Assessment
Extent of Initial Teacher
Training on Assessment

Total

Early Career

Mid Career

Late Career

n

< 5 Years

5–15 Years

16+ Years

None

94

2

25

67

Part of another unit (such as
a methodology unit)

115

4

62

49

Part of another unit but
don’t remember

1

0

0

1

Via a separate unit

35

1

18

16

Unsure

34

0

11

23

Both part of another unit
and a separate unit

1

0

0

1

Don’t remember

2

0

0

2

Response left blank

2

0

1

1

284

7

117

160

Total

4.4 Data Collection Approaches and Instruments
In the first phase of data collection, qualitative data were collected from a sample of
English teachers who had experience teaching HSC English courses. These data were collected
to understand current processes and perceptions that Year 12 English teachers use to build
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks and their associated marking rubrics within the
current standards-referencing system. The data were collected via semistructured interviews in
which the questions were focused on practices in relation to the different stages and substages in
(but without provision of or specific reference to) the Model, an observation and think-aloud of
participants’ procedures when developing assessments, and collecting from interviewees
samples of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks and marking rubrics that had been used
with students during the 2015 and 2016 school year.

4.4.1 Interviews
The semistructured interviews (see interview questions at Appendix 2) were designed to
identify the steps that teachers undertake when creating assessments, with a focus on internal
school-based HSC assessment tasks and associated marking rubrics. The interview questions,
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which were developed based on the stages of the Model, were designed to elicit open-ended
responses from the teachers by asking them how they engaged in particular processes (e.g.,
“How do you…”).
The 16 interview questions (with two subquestions asking teachers to provide examples)
were designed to be approximately 60 min in length. Interview questions were designed to
ascertain teachers’ processes in areas outlined in the Model and to identify consistencies and/or
discrepancies between current practice and the Model. The interview questions were grouped
into the following broad categories, exploring how educators engaged in the following
processes:
•

the purpose of an assessment, including internal school-based HSC assessment tasks (e.g.,
where and why it fits into a unit of work; examples of what might be said to students to
let them know why they have to do it),

•

the learning outcomes (how these are factored into construction of an assessment,
including internal school-based HSC assessment tasks; how students should demonstrate
them; how the assessments are built to enable students to demonstrate a range of ability;
how learning outcomes being assessed are aligned to marking rubrics),

•

drafting assessments, including internal school-based HSC assessment tasks (how the
process of critiquing an assessment occurs within the faculty and how the questions are
modified, if required),

•

marking rubrics (how learning outcomes are aligned with the achievement descriptors of
a marking rubric; use of analytic or holistic marking rubrics, including moderation
practices; how vague, ambiguous language is clarified),

•

marking and inter-rater reliability (how student writing is aligned with the achievement
descriptors and deciding on a mark; whether the complexity of a text factors in a student’s
attainment of particular achievement descriptors; discussions with colleagues prior to
marking; achieving inter-rater reliability).
Interviews were recorded and then transcribed by the lead researcher.
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4.4.2 Observations
Two interviewees also consented to be observed while they were developing an
assessment for subsequent use (the other interviewed teachers declined participation in this
component): one teacher of Year 11 English Studies and one teacher of Year 12 English
Advanced. That is, while all the participating teachers were willing to provide and discuss past
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks and marking rubrics, most were unwilling to be
observed while carrying out their development process. The main reason given for this
reluctance was that teachers had limited time to prepare assessments. The observation of the
teacher of Year 11 English Studies occurred while she worked in isolation to develop an
assessment that was a portfolio of students’ writing. The teacher of Year 12 English Advanced
created an essay question for an assessment immediately after the semistructured interview in
the staffroom and was observed as they also sought colleagues’ opinions on the essay question.
The observation schedule (Appendix 3) was derived from the stages and substages of the Model
and focused on how teachers utilised the learning outcomes and developed the question and
associated marking rubric to enable students to engage with the assessment question and
demonstrate a range of achievement.

4.4.3 Sample Assessments
Five schools provided samples of assessments used in 2015 and 2016, with three of those
schools providing all internal school-based HSC assessment tasks for the HSC English Standard
and HSC English Advanced courses (totalling 20 assessments). One of these schools also
provided a Year 11 English Extension I assessment. Of the remaining interviewees’ schools,
one school provided copies of two assessments used in 2015, one for the HSC English
Advanced course and one for the HSC English Extension I course. Another school provided one
Year 7 and one Year 10 assessment to illustrate changes to the marking rubrics they had made
to be more student friendly. One school did not provide any sample assessments. All samples of
assessments were for students in the 2015 and 2016 school years and totalled 25 assessments.
Twenty-two of these were internal school-based HSC assessment tasks (for English Advanced,
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Standard, or Extension I courses), and three were assessments for younger grades. These
samples of assessments were analysed to triangulate or explore contradictions in the trends
gathered from the interview data.

4.4.4 Online Survey
For the subsequent phase of this research, the interviews, observations, internal schoolbased HSC assessment, and marking rubric data informed the design of an online survey
regarding teachers’ perceptions and assessment practices (relative, but without specific
reference, to the Model). For instance, the semistructured interviews and internal school-based
HSC assessment tasks and associated marking rubrics indicated how the external considerations
of the HSC examination influenced teachers’ internal school-based HSC assessment practices.
As such, the online survey included questions regarding the extent of influence of the HSC
examination on writing assessment questions and construction of marking rubrics. Additionally,
the conflicting extent to which teachers used learning outcomes to inform internal school-based
HSC assessment tasks was a theme in the semistructured interviews, culminating in survey
questions regarding deconstructing the learning outcomes through the outcome elaborations and
determining the importance of learning outcomes when deciding what students have to do and
how well they have to do it. As a result, survey questions (Appendix 4) were generated to
identify the process that teachers undertook when creating internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks and associated marking rubrics, against which the stages and substages
outlined in the Model could be compared.
Prior to administration, the survey was refined through an iterative process to make sure
that it was eliciting responses relevant to the research questions. This involved conducting a
face validation process with a group of 15 secondary teachers at an independent school in the
Greater Sydney region. This sample consisted of six male teachers and nine female teachers,
with one male and one female having experience marking the HSC. Of this sample, participants
ranged in their level of teaching experience: early career < 5 years (n = 5), mid career 5 to 15
years (n = 5), and later career 16+ years (n = 5). These teachers completed a hard copy of the
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pilot survey during a staff meeting and were asked to provide additional feedback and
commentary regarding each question. During this process, respondents indicated what they
understood questions to be asking and subsequently explained differences between their
understanding of the questions and the original intention of the questions if differences existed.
Respondents also provided suggestions for how they felt questions should be phrased. These
data were collected, and the survey was revised. One of the significant changes resulting from
this process was that the questionnaire was changed to a Likert scale of how often teachers
engaged in particular steps in assessment creation rather than a ranking scale.
The resultant online survey consisted of three parts: demographic data on the
respondents; activities, practices, and skills respondents believed to be essential for assessment;
and teachers’ actual assessment practices. The eight demographic items provided an overview
of participants’ school systems, experiences, and influences (reported in “Participants”).
Participants then responded to 21 items on the activities, practices, and skills they believed to be
essential when developing internal school-based HSC assessment tasks (e.g., “When developing
HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to develop assessment tasks that are closely
linked to the outcomes being assessed”; “When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is
essential to create marking guidelines that state clearly what is being assessed during marking”),
using a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The final 21 questions
asked teachers how often they engaged in particular activities when developing internal schoolbased HSC assessment tasks (e.g., “When developing HSC assessment tasks, how often do you
train the teachers who will be marking the assessment task on how to consistently interpret and
use the marking guidelines?”; “When developing HSC assessment tasks, how often do you
determine the importance of each outcome for an assessment task?”), with teachers responding
using a Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (consistently).

4.5 Procedures
Prior to commencement, this study and its protocols were approved by the University of
Wollongong’s (UoW’s) Social Sciences Human Research Ethics Committee (HE15/231;
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2016/908) and the NSW Department of Education’s State Education Research Applications
Process (SERAP 2015250). The research directorate of the NSW BOSTES (now NESA)
provided approval to engage via email, on the researcher’s behalf, the HSC markers from 2014
to 2016; the NSW ETA provided approval to post a study recruitment message to members of
the NSW English Teachers Association (ETA).
Following approval of ethics protocols, public and independent secondary schools were
approached to invite their teachers to participate in the study. A geographic convenience sample
was initially selected for Southern Sydney and South Western Sydney districts, although due to
a limited uptake on participating in the research, the sample was extended to include the Greater
Sydney region, before extending to public schools located anywhere in the rest of NSW.
Interviewing concluded when the data did not reveal further emergent themes. While diversity
in the sample was sought, a representative sample of schools or participants was not pursued as
there was no intention of generalising findings to a broader group of teachers or schools.
Instead, the aim was to elicit teachers’ perceptions and practices in relation to the stages and
substages of the Model developed in order to provide initial validation of the Model and use the
data to generate an online survey tool. Teachers’ current practices served as a validation of the
Model because of the whole process of building the questionnaire, trialling it with teachers, and
adjusting the Model if necessary. If teachers felt that the questions or the Model were not
relevant, they were asked to indicate this and explain why during the interview process. This
difference between expectation and response to the evidence collected in the questionnaire
design process is the case for validity of the Model.
Schools were initially contacted by email. This was sent either directly to the principal (if
the email address was publicly available) or to the school email address requesting the email be
forwarded to the principal. The email explained and provided documents outlining the research
for the principal, information sheets and consent forms for English teachers (Appendix 5), and
confirmation of ethics approval from UoW and NSW Department of Education’s (SERAP)
ethics approval (Appendix 6) . Where a reply was not received, after a period of up to 4 weeks,
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the school principal was contacted again via email or phone. Reasons for declining to participate
included conducting their own action research projects, lack of time, or that they did not want
their assessment practices to be subject to research.
The semistructured interviews occurred at each participant’s school and were recorded on
an iPhone using voice memos during the school day during teachers’ free periods when teachers
indicated their availability. The two observations occurred after the semistructured interviews
were concluded, one in their classroom (who did not participate in the semistructured interview)
and the other in the staffroom. Handwritten notes were taken for the observation in line with
foci of the observation identified earlier.
For the subsequent phase of this research, the NSW curriculum authority was approached
to directly email English teachers who had been HSC examination markers from 2014 to 2016
(consisting of 1,200 potential recipients) using an HREC-approved email providing an overview
of the study. Additionally, the NSW ETA was asked and approved a request to include an
online link to the survey in their online newsletter. The online survey (using Survey Monkey)
was open for responses from the beginning of December 2016 until the end of July 2017.The
nature of the survey meant that it could not be determined how many respondents were derived
from each source.

4.6 Plan for Analysis
Chapter 5 presents the data that intended to triangulate or explore contradictions in
teachers’ current assessment practices and processes with standards-referencing system
requirements. This enabled discrepancies between the two to be determined, and consequently,
existing threats to the validity of students’ results could be identified. First, qualitative data were
analysed according to the key themes that emerged from the semistructured interviews whose
questions were based on the stages of the Model. The observations and internal school-based
HSC assessment tasks and their associated marking rubrics were then analysed to triangulate or
explore contradictions with those key themes. Second, quantitative data from the online survey
were analysed according to the extent of teachers’ beliefs and corresponding operational
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assessment practices relative, but without specific reference, to the Model. Finally, both datasets
were analysed to determine which teacher assessment practices and beliefs were both consistent
and inconsistent, including areas of partial adherence to the Model or if there were beliefs and
practices that were incompatible with the Model and a threat to the validity of students’ results.
The data and analysis are ordered in line with the sequence of stages in the Model.

4.7 Summary
This chapter provided an overview of the exploratory mixed-methods sequential design to
determine the extent to which teachers’ practices and beliefs aligned with the requirements of
the standards-referencing system (and, by extension, the Model). The second phase of the
research consisted of the collection of in-depth qualitative data on teachers’ assessment
practices using semistructured interview, observation, and sample internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks and marking rubrics. These data contributed both useful insights on diversity
in current practices and informed design of the subsequent quantitative survey instrument. A
mixed-methods approach was used at both the design level and for analysis in exploring
teachers’ perceptions of their practices, what they said they did, and their justifications for their
practice in relation to the Model. Chapter 5 analyses the qualitative and survey data, reconciling
these with the stages and substages of the Model (and, by extension, the requirements of the
current standards-referencing system).
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Chapter 5: Results
5.1 Introduction
The mixed-methods design was intended to triangulate or explore contradictions between
the data sources in relation to teachers’ current assessment practices and processes. Analyses
thus aimed to reconcile teachers’ existing practices with standards-referencing system
requirements so that discrepancies between the two could be identified and better understood
and, consequently, existing threats to the validity of students’ results could be identified. This is
an important first step towards efforts to address these inconsistencies and threats. To facilitate
this contrast, the results have been ordered in line with the sequence of stages in the Model.

5.2 Results of Preliminary Qualitative Study
Semistructured interviews were conducted to identify common approaches, practices, and
challenges in teachers’ current assessment practices on which quantitative trends would
subsequently be investigated. The semistructured interviews were also triangulated with data
collection from internal school-based HSC assessment tasks from interviewees’ schools and
observations. Results from the semistructured interviews showed trends that pertained to each
stage of the Model. Following, trends are reported according to each stage and triangulated with
observations and internal school-based HSC assessment tasks where relevant.

5.2.1 Preparing to Develop the Assessment
The first stage of the Model is for teachers to determine the purpose of the assessment
and the learning outcomes to be assessed (see Figure 5.1).
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Figure 5.1
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 1

Three primary themes emerged during the semistructured interviews in relation to this
stage of the Model. These were (1) external considerations influenced teachers’ internal schoolbased assessment practices, (2) teachers used learning outcomes inconsistently to create internal
school-based assessment tasks, and (3) teachers were inconsistent in their approaches on the
function and influence of the modes on internal school-based assessment tasks.
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5.2.1.1 External Considerations Influenced Teachers’ Internal School-Based Assessment
Practices
The NSW HSC serves two purposes: first, for NESA to certify the skills and knowledge a
student has demonstrated in a course, and second, for the UAC to calculate an ATAR to
determine entry into university courses. Several teachers (n = 5) noted that the purpose of
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks is predetermined by NESA (“Year 12 students are
there to do their HSC. . . . You need to satisfy Board of Studies requirements”; Teacher K) and
thus beyond their control. For instance, one teacher remarked that meeting HSC requirements
with summative internal school-based HSC assessment tasks is
a necessary model, a necessary evil it’s the dominant model. It’s what we have to do. You
know, I hate those kinds of do it because I said so answers, but ultimately it feels like that’s
what we get from the Board of Studies. (Teacher M)

Another indicated that they “only assess what we have to which is driven by the Board of
Studies” (Teacher B).
Even setting the timing of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks appeared to be
motivated by the HSC examination (n = 6). For instance, one teacher cited the following for
placing an internal school-based HSC assessment task late in a unit of work:
I guess if we assess them on it especially when it’s part of the HSC and it’s the big show and
the numbers matter to them so much, to assess them before the unit—assessment for
learning—I guess it’s good for informing our practice but we wouldn’t want those numbers to
be the ones they are stuck with. We want to kind of stack the deck as much as possible. So, we
give them 10 weeks of intensive study on something and then we’ll get them to produce
something they’ve got a better chance of a high mark, I guess. I’d say that’s the rationale.
(Teacher M)

Teachers’ attempts to further increase the odds of students achieving higher summative
marks, and hence HSC marks, was reiterated by a number of the teachers commenting (n = 4)
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on using internal school-based HSC assessment tasks to prepare students for the HSC
examinations, such as,
We try and make every assessment task as relevant as possible to the HSC examination. So,
what we say is the skills they’re learning in the outcomes—they’re achieving—are essentially
building blocks in terms of their HSC performance. So, everything that they do and everything
which is being assessed is working finally towards that HSC examination. (Teacher D)

Another indicated, “We try to make sure their formal assessment tasks are building
towards their exam skills as well” (Teacher K).
Some teachers commented (n = 3) on also providing practice assessment questions prior
to an internal school-based HSC assessment task so students could obtain feedback (“We have a
formative task so they’ll do that the week before and they’ll get feedback on that and the actual
task themselves”; Teacher N) to increase their chances of a higher HSC mark and ATAR.
Relatedly, in explaining the reasoning behind this influence of the external HSC
examination, one of the teachers discussed the conflicting role of the HSC examination used for
university entrance and valuing knowledge that is assessed in high-stakes external
examinations—specifically, the nature and value ascribed to learning and the teacher’s role
within that:
I feel like we’re teaching the HSC more than the Stage 6 syllabus outcomes. . . . Because it’s a
competition. The proof of that is they’re not given a score but a rank at the end of Year 12
effectively. I mean the ATAR is competitive. Maybe it has to be. But I feel like we’ve entered
them into this kind of contest and we have to help them win. Come as close to winning as
possible. Everything else becomes a little bit secondary to that. Too secondary. Sometimes I’ll
kind of go off on these flights of fancy and do what I think is really inspiring meaningful
teaching and then again, I imagine it’s probably worse at [school name] or something. Here
you have more freedom but you still have that voice from the back of the room—is this going
to be in the test sir? What’s the point of this is it going to help my ATAR? It kind of feels like
being pulled back down to earth sometimes. (Teacher M)
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This tension between preparing students for the HSC examination with students only
valuing knowledge that is assessed on the HSC examination, as opposed to engaging in
meaningful learning experiences, resulted in conflict for this teacher. Expanding on this theme,
the teacher felt that narrowing the purpose of education by mimicking the HSC examination and
teaching to the test as a stepping stone on the path to employment did not provide students with
a meaningful learning experience in being able to think critically and value knowledge for its
own sake.
I mean if there were no HSC in a perfect world I would try and give kids a meaningful learning
experience and I feel like I could do that. I feel like I could just spend time with them, try to
inspire them, try to give them information. I would just teach them what English is to me . . . I
feel like public education is this ancient Greek ideal—that’s where it started—conferring the
beauty of knowledge and trying to enrich people’s lives and all that stuff. So, I’m really a bit
resentful of the standardised kind of testing model and that sort of stuff. But I guess I work for
the kids and to a lesser extent their parents. We don’t have a very involved parent population
but if what a senior student wants from me is a high ATAR then I’m working for them to try
and get that. I really hate the idea of teaching to the test so I feel all conflicted about it and I
know a lot of other teachers who do. At the same time do I rip these kids off by giving them
what I think they should have instead of what they’re here for? It’s almost like being a tutor.
You know it’s like a tutor client relationship to an extent, I think. (Teacher M)

Similarly, another teacher indicated how, when the new HSC started in 2001 (i.e.,
standards-referencing), students could be asked to write in a variety of forms to assess various
forms of knowledge and skills, so “We try to actually mix around our assessment tasks so the
kids have got practice but that hasn’t happened since about 2002. We’re basically—it’s very
essay driven. But that’s our job to get them to the HSC” (Teacher N).
The disempowerment expressed by teachers, which permeated their decisions relating to
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks, was contrasted by a couple teachers (n = 2) who
discussed having greater professional agency in making decisions for assessments for younger
grades to assess a variety of knowledge: “So, our junior assessment’s very different . . . tasks
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that allow them to answer questions or choose activities that suit their learning style. You can’t
do that with seniors” (Teacher N). Another teacher explained how the
whole school’s sort of undergoing a whole shift in thinking about assessment. We’re scrapping
a lot of junior exams. Myself and two other teachers this year ran professional development on
formative assessment and I did a course on project-based learning and things like that which is
sort of at loggerheads with the whole HSC set up where it feels like we’re moving towards a
more Montessori or a more open focused engagement model sort of assessment. At the end of
it we revert back to a sit down and shut up for 2 hours and write three essays. So, there’s a bit
of a push and pull there. (Teacher M)

The Model requires teachers to first determine the purpose of the assessment. However,
the interview data indicate that NESA is influential in teachers’ determinations of the purpose of
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks. That is, teachers endeavoured to help students
succeed in the HSC examination, as reflected through high marks, and used both the timing of
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks and practice questions to do so. Teachers felt that
the best way to carry out internal school-based HSC assessment tasks was to make sure they
reflected those learning outcomes that were already assessed in the HSC examination. This
pressure to focus significant components of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks on the
HSC examination is completely at variance with the purpose of internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks, which enables teachers to assess those learning outcomes that are not assessed
in examinations. The intention is for internal school-based HSC assessment tasks to
complement the HSC examination by providing a more comprehensive image of what students
know and can do by enabling the teacher to sample more broadly the syllabus outcomes, and
hence, the final HSC is more valid.
5.2.1.2 Teachers Used Learning Outcomes Inconsistently to Create Internal School-Based
Assessment Tasks
A course’s learning outcomes are at the core of standards-referencing systems and must
inform the decisions and practices teachers engage in for the system to work as intended by
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NESA. However, the extent to which teachers used the learning outcomes to inform the creation
of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks was inconsistent. For instance, during the
semistructured interviews, some teachers (n = 4; three from the same school) explained that
learning outcomes underpin assessment because “the outcomes inform the task” (Teacher G). A
second teacher from the school elaborated the significance of the learning outcomes for
assessment: “Well I think the assessment task has to be clearly linked to the learning outcomes
so how does it factor in? Well, you should never ever test something you haven’t taught. . . the
assessment has to actually reflect the outcomes” (Teacher J). The third teacher discussed
differences of opinion among herself and the head of department in effectively assessing all
learning outcomes versus focusing on a few for each internal school-based HSC assessment
task:
I’ll differentiate a little bit with [Teacher G]. He likes to have [assess] all the learning
outcomes, whereas I think all the learning outcomes are intrinsic. Not all but most learning
outcomes are intrinsic in every task [assessment] because do you know we use executive
functions etc. . . . You want to focus on two or three particular outcomes for any assessment
task and the others kind of come along . . . you want to obviously assess all the outcomes; so,
you chart it over a stage. And some stages may have some outcomes emphasised more than
others. So, you want to cover them all really well in each stage and obviously there’s an
increasing amount of complexity intrinsic in the outcomes. (Teacher H)

The fourth teacher, from a different school, commented on the tension between the
learning outcomes and the HSC examination:
There’s obviously the learning outcomes of the course from the syllabus documents and we
cover those; but the reality of teaching HSC English is that you’ve got to prepare students for
the exam at the same time you’re trying to cover all those various skills which are implicit in
the syllabus. (Teacher D)

In contrast, a couple teachers (n = 2) commented that internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks often have a superficial connection to the learning outcomes:
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I’ve seen lots of tasks which seem to have some sort of very vague and tenuous relationship
with the outcomes from the syllabus and they’re almost placed there as a kind of subterfuge . . .
what tends to happen is that the tasks are set up, the outcomes are there and then you go ahead
and you might refine the task from year to year but you very rarely go back to the outcomes
because they kind of just become this kind of vague number which starts to lack any coherent
meaning. (Teacher D)

Another teacher commented on the vagueness of the learning outcomes: “It’s so vague
that you can really do what you want anyway and use the syllabus to justify it” (Teacher M).
Still other teachers (n = 3) made little mention of using the learning outcomes in
developing marking rubrics. One teacher indicated, “We know what we want to assess. We
nominally match them up to these outcomes, but I don’t think the outcomes are really
influencing the division of the bands or the marking criteria” (Teacher M). Instead of
understanding learning outcomes through a developmental continuum of knowledge and skills,
two other teachers commented on creating marking rubrics using words from the foci of the
module rubrics from the English Stage 6 Prescriptions: Modules, Electives and Texts to create
marking rubrics and not via a developmental continuum:
Obviously then your rubric informs your marking guidelines—it’s based on the module of the
elective . . . So it’s basically, you’re looking at the outcomes and you’re looking at how they
connect with the module, the elective[11] and that’s what becomes your rubric and then they turn
into the marking guidelines.[12] (Teacher N)

The interview data indicate conflicting degrees to which learning outcomes inform
internal school-based assessments in practice. However, for teachers who indicated that learning
outcomes underpin assessment, they did not indicate how exactly this occurs. For example,
Teacher U, who was observed creating an assessment for Year 11 Preliminary English Studies
and provides another source for triangulation, only referred to the teaching and learning

11
12

Some modules from the English prescriptions contain two options for study.
Marking rubrics
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program once to decide which of the learning outcomes mentioned in there would be assessed.
She did not, however, refer to the learning outcomes and outcome elaborations in the syllabus
prior to writing the assessment; rather, at the conclusion of writing the marking rubric, she
checked to make sure that some terms used in the learning outcomes were mentioned in the
marking rubric such as “text types”.
Learning outcomes are at the forefront of standards-referencing systems requiring
teachers to determine the learning outcomes to be assessed, decide what students need to
achieve through reference to the outcome elaborations, and then specify gradations of quality.
Contrary to the requirement of the Model that teachers start with the learning outcomes when
developing assessments, few teachers (n = 4) of the nine interviewed indicated the learning
outcomes underpin assessment. In other cases, teachers indicated a less transparent link between
the learning outcomes and assessments (n = 2) or that they used the English Stage 6
Prescriptions: Modules, Electives and Texts (n = 3) at the expense and replacement of the
learning outcomes from the syllabus.
5.2.1.3 Teachers Were Inconsistent in Their Approaches on the Function and Influence of
the Modes on Internal School-Based Assessment Tasks
To form a more comprehensive image of what students know and can do, NESA has
mandated that teachers use a variety of modes to assess students effectively and avoid reliance
on assessing students under examination conditions. Modes such as reading, writing, listening,
speaking, viewing, and representing are alternative ways to assess the corresponding appropriate
learning outcomes. However, there were inconsistent approaches on the function and influence
of the modes on internal school-based HSC assessment tasks. For instance, during the
semistructured interviews, of the nine teachers interviewed, many (n = 6) commented on
aligning the learning outcomes to be assessed with the modes to be assessed and the module
rubrics (from the English Stage 6 Prescriptions: Modules, Electives and Texts, a supplementary
document outlining the various foci for study):
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We align the outcomes with the modules and it’s kind of matching up with the modes as well.
So, all of that kind of gets taken into consideration and we work out for instance say our
viewing/representing or our listening mode what module I guess that suits best with. (Teacher
N)

One teacher elaborated on the tension that exists between assessing students utilising
different modes, while preparing students for the HSC examination:
I think honestly there’s always been a bit of a tension between the knowledge that we have to
assess certain modes: speaking, viewing, representing all of that; and then the fact that we’re
preparing students to do their best on the formal written exams—it’s 50% of their ATAR. So,
with assessment tasks we’re always trying to tick both boxes. We’re trying to make sure that
yes, we’ve got an authentic listening task that is testing their listening skills; yes, we’ve got a
viewing/representing task that is allowing them to express their other skills that is often not
reflected in the yearly exam. But at the same time, we’re still trying to get them to develop
their essay writing skills. (Teacher K)

A couple teachers (n = 2) commented that internal school-based HSC assessment tasks
were used for students to demonstrate understanding in a variety of ways:
Obviously, we have a speaking, we have a listening, we have a viewing/representing task and
the students accept that because it’s something we continually reinforce that we have we can’t
assess all those skills in an examination-style task. (Teacher G)

The interview data indicate that assessing students using a variety of methods as
demonstrated through the modes is a key component of internal school-based HSC assessment
tasks. The Model does not, however, separate these modes into their own substage. This is
because this can be determined through the learning outcomes and the way that teachers decide
upon the best mode of effectively and appropriately assessing the learning outcome(s).
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5.2.2 Planning of the Test Blueprint
The second stage of the Model requires teachers to plan the test blueprint by deciding
what students need to demonstrate, and identify performance-level descriptions for learning
outcomes and outcome elaborations (see Figure 5.2).
Figure 5.2
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 2

During the semistructured interviews, teachers did not discuss this as a separate stage in
their assessment creation process. Teachers were asked how the learning outcomes factored into
their creation of an assessment during the semistructured interviews, and in their responses,
teachers did not refer to the outcome elaborations for understanding the learning outcomes.
Instead, teachers spoke about matching up internal school-based HSC assessment tasks to the
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weightings and modes of the English syllabus (n = 6), the influence of the HSC examination (n
= 8), being compliant with NESA (formerly BOSTES) requirements (n = 1), and how the
complexity of a text a student has studied and textual analysis impacts their ability to
demonstrate achievement of learning outcomes (n = 6). However, when asked how the learning
outcomes aligned to the achievement descriptors, Teacher J was reflective, asking the researcher
to clarify further before responding:
I actually don’t know. I honestly don’t ’cause I don’t tend to set the assessment. So, we’re
usually given the criteria and we discuss the criteria, but they’ve already been sort of
determined. Yeah, sorry, I’m drawing a blank there. I don’t think I can actually answer that.
(Teacher J)

Whereas this stage of the Model was not mentioned as a separate component to other
stages, the Model specifically identifies it as a discrete stage because of the significance in
unpacking the learning outcomes in standards-referencing systems. It is imperative that teachers
deconstruct what students need to know and do through reference to the learning outcomes and
outcome elaborations and use this to develop performance-level descriptions that increase in
cognitive complexity along a developmental continuum. This enables teachers to create an
assessment that is aligned to and informed by the learning outcomes, accurately capturing the
correct image of a student and how to improve further along the developmental continuum.

5.2.3 Developing the Assessment
The third stage of the Model requires teachers to develop the assessment by writing the
assessment questions to assess performance on the appropriate learning outcomes, writing the
associated marking rubric, and conducting a review of the assessment (see Figure 5.3).
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Figure 5.3
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 3

Two trends emerged from the semistructured interviews for this stage of the Model.
These were (1) leveraging training in external examination marking to inform the creation of
internal school-based assessment tasks and associated marking rubrics and (2) mixed
approaches used by teachers to critique an internal school-based HSC assessment task.
5.2.3.1 Leveraging Training in External Examination Marking to Inform the Creation of
Internal School-Based Assessment Tasks and Associated Marking Rubrics
For a standards-referencing system to operate as intended, assessment questions must
assess and be aligned to the appropriate learning outcomes, and their associated marking rubrics
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must outline gradations in the quality of student performance. The influence of HSC marking
training on the experienced teachers who participated in these semistructured interviews was
discussed at length by the majority of teachers interviewed (n = 8) and by at least one
interviewee from each school. There were numerous ways in which the HSC marking training
was influential, including how questions were developed and especially on the development of
marking rubrics for internal school-based HSC assessment tasks.
5.2.3.1.1 There Exists a Tension in Developing Assessment Questions for Students to
Demonstrate Knowledge and Skills and Prepare for the External Examination
Developing an assessment question that elicits exactly what a student knows and can do,
and is aligned to the appropriate learning outcome(s), is imperative to a standards-referencing
system. Teachers were cognisant of the cognitive skills required of students inherent in
assessment questions (n = 5). However, they did not refer explicitly to any particular learning
taxonomy and whether those questions enabled students to demonstrate what they knew and
could do. Yet, one teacher raised this implicitly, saying that “students appreciate that you can
speak from the authority of experience [of HSC marking experience]” (Teacher H) because it
enabled her to use the progression of a learning taxonomy that underpins the structure of HSC
examination questions to
unpack for them the progression of the questions. First question—sometimes first two—are
“What is in the text?”, “What is the discovery?”, “What are the discoveries?” and show them
how that progresses . . . that has been clarified through my HSC marking experience and so
then that also translates into when I’m creating marking rubrics to how I word those marking
rubrics as well for particular questions. So, the student can adequately identify what the
question is, have students analysed or identified lower level the “how”—the techniques? How
meaning is constructed through the techniques? Or then obviously more depth is explain and
then analyse. And so that experience helped me clarify my teaching but also how I word the
questions and the marking rubric. (Teacher H)
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Teacher K reflected how she attempted to change the nature of an internal school-based
HSC listening assessment task to be more cognitively demanding to improve students’
examination results:
I remember thinking that we found that it was always the poorest section of their trials . . . We
were doing Hamlet and Hamlet was difficult and I always believed it was because that
assessment task had not required enough of the students to build their skills. . . . I tried to
actually change the nature of the listening task that we did to make it something that required
them to draw on their knowledge of the play, to have come to their own informed response and
so we moved towards this section of having some slightly more extended responses where they
actually had to make some comparison between the interpretation of it in the audio and their
own interpretation of it in the play . . . I noticed certainly students had improved results in that
section of their trial exam. (Teacher K)

A couple of teachers (n = 2) commented on reusing the type of internal school-based
HSC assessment task from year to year, with perhaps a slight question change but without really
looking at the cognitive demands of the question and learning outcomes. Contrastingly, other
teachers (n = 2) also spoke about providing their junior classes in Years 7 to 10 with more
meaningful and relevant assessment tasks that appeared to be more in line with the notion of
multiple intelligences, better reflecting NESA’s intention with mandating that teachers assess
students using a variety of modes to better capture the image of students. Teachers felt this was
not possible in the senior years because of the nature of the HSC examination for which they
had to prepare students, which was predominately essay driven: “I try to include essay writing
in approximately two thirds of the assessment and it’s because essay writing is two thirds of the
final [HSC] exam” (Teacher M).
The phrasing of assessment questions was also believed by some to impact students’
ability to demonstrate their knowledge and skills (n = 2). Teacher H believed,
[Assessment] questioning should be very simple and straightforward, but the inherent
complexity is the thinking behind it. I have a personal distaste for complex tasks like Part A,
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Part B, Part C, Part D. You know, sentences with lots of phrases. I think sometimes teachers
get a bit creative in their construction of assessment tasks and I actually think that obscures
purpose. You can have a very simple, clear task that requires deep thought. (Teacher H)

One teacher commented on poorly worded assessments:
It’s just two pages of this big moosh of writing on the page and even I find it hard to work out
what the task is and even when you find the task because of the wording, you’re not sure what
the children are being asked to do. (Teacher S)

This was consistent with the observation of Teacher U to triangulate data, who found that
“wording assessment tasks is quite tricky”.
Examples of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks collected from interviewees’
schools (see Appendix 7) demonstrate a preponderance of questions misaligned to NESA
requirements in the form of HSC examination preparation. Specifically, this is due to a reduced
sampling of the course content to replicate the style of generic questions asked in the HSC
examination. One such example (Figure 5.1) is an internal school-based HSC assessment task
that was collected from Teacher N’s school with its two parts that students must complete.
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Figure 5.4
An Internal School-Based HSC Assessment Task from Teacher N’s School

Note. This is a two-part assessment; however, notes for the three related texts, the formative essay, and
the oral presentation are given in three parts. Students must explore “concepts of Discovery”, which
requires some independence from the students to work out what the “question” wants from them.
Students are also being asked to complete the same cognitive action multiple times. The question’s
broadness enables students to formulate a response similar to that in the HSC examination and thus have
their related text preprepared as well as engage in essay preparation for the HSC.
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Writing an assessment question to assess students’ performance on the appropriate
learning outcomes is an important substage in the Model. Well-written questions enable
students to access the assessment and demonstrate what they know and can do. It can also assist
teachers to form an accurate image of a student, which can then influence the feedback provided
to students and the teaching and learning cycle. While no teachers explicitly referred to learning
outcomes in the context of developing the assessment, they were mindful of the cognitive skills
required by students to respond to an assessment question (n = 5) and the phrasing of questions
(n = 2), although others noted they reused assessments (n = 2).
5.2.3.1.2 Teachers’ Use of Key Words Learned Through External Marking
Experience Can Affect Students’ Ability to Understand Marking Rubrics
A well-written marking rubric describes differences in the quality of work being
demonstrated by students to an assessment question and can indicate what students must do to
move along the developmental continuum from lower to higher order thinking skills. The
marking rubric is, according to the Model, developed simultaneously with the assessment
question and needs to be clearly aligned to the learning outcomes in standards-referencing
systems. Many teachers (n = 5) commented on replicating the key words used in the marking
rubrics of HSC examinations in internal school-based HSC assessment tasks, consistent with
what they learned for their HSC marking experience, which may be suitable for examinationstyle assessments but inappropriate for other forms of assessments:
We’re based on HSC marking and each band has very specific criteria regardless of the
outcome. . . . If I go to an Advanced one for you, an “A” is “sophisticated”, “perceptive”,
“insightful”. A “B” is “well developed” and “effective”. “Sound”, “limited” and “attempts”.
So, we’re using those words consistently and each of those words is basically linked to your
rubric slash outcomes. (Teacher N)

Indeed, one teacher commented on using the same type of marking rubrics as NESA
because “I guess because the Board [NESA] says. I don’t know. I guess it’s just what we see
when we open all the support documents from the Board of Studies [NESA]” (Teacher S),
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indicating a lack of awareness as to how marking rubrics can be written. As elaborated by
another teacher,
We’re using sort of the Board [NESA] endorsed criteria . . . what you would learn when you go
HSC marking for example, or when you do professional development and all that sort of stuff.
Like so you’ll see, in your experience you’ll come across like fairly sort of established sort of
criteria for marking and then we might adjust it slightly but we’re looking basically at an “A”
range for you know that kind of sophistication, fluency, detailed textual knowledge that you
know sort of sets aside that level of student response and then so forth down the range.
(Teacher D)

These comments were reflected in all the internal school-based HSC assessment task
marking rubrics collected from interviewees’ schools (n = 16), indicating teachers’ tendency to
replicate HSC examination marking rubrics. For instance, Figure 5.2 shows an assessment from
the 2018 HSC English (Standard) and English (Advanced) Paper 1 Examination. It illustrates
key words used in HSC marking (that are operationalised during the marking process with the
marking kit) in its use of terms like “skilful”, “effective”, “adequate”, “limited”, and “attempts”.
Teachers internalise these words and use their external examination marking experience to align
their marking experience with the performance band descriptors for the course.
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Figure 5.5
2018 HSC English Standard and Advanced Paper 1 Section 3 Marking Rubric

Note. Each achievement descriptor in this rubric is associated with underspecified key words that teachers
drew from the HSC examination materials (without associated elaboration of their operationalisation that
would occur with the marking kit while HSC marking). For instance, in the 13–15 achievement
descriptor, the key words “skilful”, “well-chosen”, and “well-integrated” are used. The achievement
descriptor using the 10–12-mark range uses “effectively” and “effective”. The middle achievement
descriptor uses “adequate”, with the remaining achievement descriptors using “limited”, “describes”,
“attempts”, and “refers”. It is predominantly only these key words that change between achievement
descriptors, and it is unclear from the rubric (or interviews or observations) how these are consistently
operationalised across different study work samples.

141

Figure 5.6 is a marking rubric from one school (of teachers G, J, H, and K) that
epitomises this theme. In Figure 5.6, the wording used in the marking rubric is directly from the
module rubric (“discovering something for the first time or rediscovering something that has
been lost, forgotten or concealed” (Board of Studies, Teaching and Educational Standards
[BOSTES], 2014, p. 9) and the words in bold parallel key words in HSC marking used to
distinguish achievement between performance bands—that is, the performance standards. Only
the key terms change between achievement levels, which is consistent with what teachers learn
during HSC marking, although they are often vague and ambiguous (because they do not clearly
describe differences in achievement and discussed by teachers). It illustrates key words used in
HSC marking (as demonstrated previously in the HSC marking rubric in Figure 5.5) in its use of
terms such as “skilful”, “effective”, “adequate”, “limited”, and “attempts”.
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Figure 5.6
Marking Rubric From Teachers G, J, H, and K’s School

Note. Each level of performance is associated with key words such as “perceptive”, “insightful”,
“sophisticated”, and “discerning”. The next band lower uses “well-developed”, “skilful”, and “effective”.
This is followed by terms like “sound”, “adequate”, and then “limited” and “elementary”. The
“descriptions” otherwise remain largely the same across achievement descriptors.
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The marking rubric for an internal school-based HSC assessment task in Figure 5.7 also
exemplifies this theme in that teachers replicated key words used in the marking rubrics of HSC
examinations in their internal school-based HSC assessment tasks. This is a further example of
how key words used in HSC marking (from Figure 5.5) are currently often used to distinguish
between achievement levels, with mark ranges used for normative purposes similar to Figure
5.6. It illustrates key words used in HSC marking in its use of terms like “skilful”, “adequate”,
“limited”, and “attempts”.
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Figure 5.7
Marking Rubric From Teacher S’s School

Note. Key words change from “skilfully” to “substantial” and “competently”, to “adequate(ly)”, to
“attempts to” and “limited”, and finally “attempts to” and elementary” as ways to distinguish students’
achievement in an assessment.

The majority of teachers (n = 7) acknowledged during the course of their interviews the
potential lack of clarity in using key words learnt from their HSC marking experience in their
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own marking rubrics to differentiate descriptors. One acting head of department believed that
marking rubrics were not clear enough to be used by students to inform their learning and help
students improve their level of performance on the next occasion. For instance, Teacher M
believed that the holistic marking rubric was too vague, unhelpful, and rather tokenistic for
students because “the kids don’t look at them, the kids don’t care about them, it doesn’t inform
their [students’] practice in any way” (Teacher M). Another teacher who undertook professional
development discovered students’ negative perspectives of marking rubrics:
A few years ago a large number of staff did the Harvard course and I was one of those people
and part of what that course showed us was that students don’t understand marking criteria. . . .
Anything we had to try on students we tried on them [a Year 9 class] and they were actually
really quite forthright and quite vocal about when we asked them about the criteria what they
thought about them—yeah it was really vague to them. So, we have tried to tighten up on that,
doesn’t mean it’s perfect or anything. (Teacher J)

Indeed, while observing the creation of Teacher U’s assessment for Year 11 Preliminary
English Studies to triangulate data, she used a pre-existing marking rubric from Year 7 and Year
10 assessments for her Year 11 marking rubric, making revisions by deleting what was deemed
unnecessary and adding terms such as “creativity and ideas”. Teacher U used the wording of the
student-friendly analytic marking rubrics from a Year 7 and Year 10 assessment task for the
student-friendly Year 11 English Studies analytic marking rubric she was creating to distinguish
between achievement descriptors. The criteria to be assessed were creativity and ideas,
structure, spelling, grammar, and punctuation. As Teacher U wrote, she explained the skills and
knowledge she wanted students to demonstrate in each of the achievement descriptors, although
she acknowledged that while she felt the marking rubric was simple, it was still inaccessible to
most of the students at their school. Teacher U was conscious in using language that was
understood by her students when writing the analytic marking rubric and that she was “trying
not to patronise, trying to be supportive”. The Model does require teachers to write marking
rubrics in language that is accessible to students for them to understand their current skills and
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what they must do to improve further along the developmental continuum. However,
developmental continua of skills and knowledge should be derived from the learning outcomes
and performance standards being assessed as opposed to junior assessments just because they
are already written. Hence, teachers need to keep in mind the performance standards when
writing the assessment question and marking rubric to ensure that the question is asking
students to respond at the band of the targeted performance standards. For example, if teachers
write questions that do not enable high-achieving students to demonstrate the highest level of
performance (Band 6 in the NSW HSC), there is a threat to the validity of students’ results.
Before teachers begin to mark the HSC English examinations, they undertake several
days’ training to use the marking kit to unpack and understand what the key words used in
NESA’s marking rubrics mean before engaging in a process of pilot marking then HSC
marking. Two heads of department discussed steps taken to redress vague, ambiguous language
used in marking rubrics of their own internal assessments that attempted to differentiate
descriptors to be more meaningful to students:
Sophisticated what does that even mean? And so, we came up with what kinds of qualities
would make up a “sophisticated” response—make a “well developed”. And we have been
trying to expand and make our marking guidelines—filling out I guess a lot more detail in the
marking guidelines so that the students and the teachers were left with no area for
misinterpretation as to what to look for in the responses. So, clarity of language for example in
a speaking task: effective tone, pace, pitch which renders effective or something like which
facilitates audience engagement with the topic, demonstrates an understanding of the topic that
the student can articulate clearly does not read the speech you know cause invariably you get
kids who stand up at the front the nerves kick in and they read the damn thing to you and then
the tone of voice changes and it becomes monotonous, everybody’s falling asleep including the
marker so we have been moving towards that. (Teacher G)
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Another teacher commented on clarifying vague and ambiguous terms for both students
and staff:
I think we’re kind of bedevilled in some of the language of the syllabus of some of those more
vague, ambiguous terms but I think as a class when you’re teaching you try and map out that
language, exactly what are they asking us here? What are they doing? What does it mean in
more practical terms? I think you need to do that too as a faculty when you’re marking it [the
assessment] like refine and clarify it through discussion and common-sense discussion because
oftentimes a lot of those rubrics—it’s almost like a cryptic puzzle that you’ve got to solve
which to me is a euphemism for bad florid writing. (Teacher D)

However, one head of department believed that due to her faculty’s HSC marking
experience,
We don’t have vague language [in marking rubrics]. Look I think the big thing is there’s a lot
of HSC marking experience in here and I think that we write the rubrics and same thing there is
a bit of an evaluation at the end of every course. So, there will be someone will say that rubric
just didn’t work and they will rewrite it so next year it’s a little bit more specific. (Teacher N)

One teacher explained that vague, ambiguous language in marking rubrics was only made
clear through the use of exemplars, which also enabled students to compare their work to the
exemplars: “I think that by reference to work samples. I think the only way to really do it is by
reference to work samples and sometimes we get students to do peer marking” (Teacher K).
Developing a marking rubric is a significant substage within the Model. The data from
the interviews and internal school-based HSC assessment tasks reflect the pervasive influence
of the HSC examination during these substages for teachers. This influence was noted as
influencing internal assessment practices through replicating key words (n = 5; and
demonstrated in all internal school-based HSC assessment task marking rubrics), lack of clarity
of such key words (n = 7, although n = 1 believed this was not so), and steps taken to redress
such vague language (n = 2) including through the use of exemplars (n = 1). The Model requires
teachers to elaborate and unpack key words and describe performance to students using
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language that is transparent and understood by students. The model requires teachers to explain
skills and knowledge along a developmental continuum according to the learning outcomes
being assessed and not the HSC examination.
5.2.3.1.3 Teachers Use a Criterion-Referencing Approach Through “Holistic”
External Examination Marking Rubrics When Marking Internal School-Based
Assessment Tasks
In contrast to the principles of standards-referencing systems, which require marking
rubrics to contain descriptions of student performance, NESA for its HSC examination practices
uses a holistic marking rubric with individual “dot point” criteria for each level of student
performance. Each individual dot point used in HSC marking rubrics is a separate criterion
replicated in internal school-based HSC assessment tasks. In other words, instead of each
criterion being presented as they would in an analytic marking rubric (refer to Table 5.2), they
are presented vertically in a “holistic” marking rubric with the same number of achievement
descriptors for each criterion when there is no learning theory that supports having the same
number of criteria (Humphry & Heldsinger, 2014). The teachers’ marking rubrics replicate this
as opposed to having as many or as few achievement descriptors as they can articulate
differences in performance in relation to the learning outcomes and assessment question.
In a potential attempt to guide teachers’ assessment practice and be somewhat transparent
regarding their own, NESA appears to violate its own standards-referencing system. This is
because the HSC examination marking rubrics are freely available online without the
elaborations contained in the marking kit or associated exemplars. These marking rubrics
therefore become a rather “shorthand” version of the processes and information in the HSC
marking centre, requiring teachers to rely on their HSC marking experience. Table 5.1 illustrates
key individual criteria and how they appear in the marking rubric for the 2018 HSC and
similarly in teachers’ internal school-based HSC assessment tasks, reflecting a replication of
criteria being assessed in the HSC examination.
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Table 5.1
Similarities Between the 2018 HSC English Advanced Paper 1 Section 3 Marking Rubric and Internal
School-Based HSC Assessment Task Marking Rubrics From Interviewees’ Schools
Criteria

2018 HSC Figure 5.2

Figure 5.3

Figure 5.4

Addressing the
question

Explains skilfully the
extent to which the
view, ‘Discovery is not
always finding the
new, nor is it always a
joy’

Perceptive response
demonstrating a
sophisticated
understanding about
the experience of
discovering something
for the first time or
rediscovering
something that has
been lost, forgotten or
concealed

Composes a skilful
imaginative and
original text,
presenting an
insightful
understanding of the
concept of DISCOVERY

Compare/contrast
prescribed text and
related text

Reflected in the
prescribed text and
ONE related text from
the prescribed text and
ONE related text

Sophisticated
comparison of ideas
about Discovery shown
in the prescribed and
related text

Textual references and
analysis

Presents a skilful
response with detailed,
well-chosen textual
references

Insightful analysis of
how textual features
and techniques are
used to represent a
concept
Discerning selection of
text and textual
evidence

Appropriateness of
structure and language

Composes a wellintegrated response
using language
appropriate to
audience, purpose and
context

Delivers a
sophisticated
presentation
demonstrating
outstanding use of
language, structure
and form

Demonstrates skilful
control in articulating
ideas appropriately
and effectively in
writing and
representing
Organises, develops
and expresses ideas
skilfully, using
language appropriate
to audience, purpose
and form

Note: Created for this PhD research.

Examples of criterion-referencing using a holistic marking rubric is evident when the
criteria are reformatted into an analytic marking rubric such as Figures 5.5 and 5.6 in Tables 5.2
and 5.3, respectively. Table 5.2 illustrates the 2018 HSC English Marking Rubric from Figure
5.5. Table 5.2 demonstrates that each of the criteria used in the “holistic” marking rubric of
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Figure 5.5 are not descriptions of performance, with the same sentence repeated with a change
to key words used. Each of the three dot points from Figure 5.5 are in fact the individual criteria
in Table 5.2 of answering the question, evidence and textual analysis, and essay writing. The
key words (in red) remain the same. When presented in the manner of Table 5.2, it can be
readily seen how the dot points (i.e., criteria) can be misconstrued by teachers to mark using a
criterion-referencing approach.
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Table 5.2
Analytic Rubric of the Criteria Presented in the 2018 HSC English (Standard) and English (Advanced)
Marking Rubric From Figure 5.2

Criteria

Mark Ranges
1–3

Answering
the
question

4–6

7–9

10–12

13–15

Demonstrates
limited
understanding
of the extent
to which the
view,
‘Discovery is
not always
finding the
new, nor is it
always a joy’ is
reflected in
the prescribed
text and ONE
related text

Explains the
extent to
which the
view,
‘Discovery is
not always
finding the
new, nor is it
always a joy’ is
reflected in
the prescribed
text and ONE
related text

Explains
effectively the
extent to
which the
view,
‘Discovery is
not always
finding the
new, nor is it
always a joy’ is
reflected in
the prescribed
text and ONE
related text

Explains skilfully
the extent to
which the view,
‘Discovery is not
always finding
the new, nor is it
always a joy’ is
reflected in the
prescribed text
and ONE related
text

Evidence
and
textual
analysis

Refers to
text(s) in an
elementary
way

Describes
aspects of the
text(s)

Presents a
response with
detailed, wellchosen textual
references
from the
prescribed text
and ONE
related text

Presents an
effective
response with
detailed, wellchosen textual
references
from the
prescribed text
and ONE
related text

Presents a skilful
response with
detailed, wellchosen textual
references from
the prescribed
text and ONE
related text

Essay
writing

Attempts to
compose a
response

Attempts to
compose a
response with
limited
appropriatene
ss to audience,
purpose and
context

Composes an
adequate
response using
language
appropriate to
audience,
purpose and
context

Composes an
effective
response using
language
appropriate to
audience,
purpose and
context

Composes a wellintegrated
response using
language
appropriate to
audience,
purpose and
context

Note: Created for this PhD research.

Table 5.3 illustrates the 2016 HSC Advanced and Standard English—Assessment Task
1—Marking Criteria from Figure 5.6. While Figure 5.6 does not technically use dot points, each
individual sentence is an individual criterion. In Table 5.3, these are answering the question,
comparison of ideas, identification and analysis of techniques, textual evidence, and
presentation skills. There are also the same number of gradations of quality for each criterion,

152

and the key words (in bold) change, but the sentence remains the same. When presented in the
manner of Table 5.3, it can be readily seen how the criteria can be misconstrued by teachers to
mark using a criterion-referencing approach.
Table 5.3
Analytic Rubric of the Criteria Presented in 2016 HSC Advanced and Standard English—Assessment
Task 1—Marking Criteria from Figure 5.6

Criteria

Mark Ranges
1–3

4–6

7–9

10–12

13–15

Answering the
question

Brief or
incomplete
response
demonstrating
an
elementary
understanding
about the
experience of
discovering
something for
the first time
or
rediscovering
something
that has been
lost, forgotten
or concealed

Limited
response
demonstrating
some
understanding
about the
experience of
discovering
something for
the first time
or
rediscovering
something
that has been
lost, forgotten
or concealed

Sound
response
demonstrating
an
understanding
about the
experience of
discovering
something for
the first time
or
rediscovering
something
that has been
lost, forgotten
or concealed

Welldeveloped
response
demonstrating
an
understanding
about the
experience of
discovering
something for
the first time
or
rediscovering
something
that has been
lost, forgotten
or concealed

Perceptive
response
demonstrating
a
sophisticated
understanding
about the
experience of
discovering
something for
the first time
or
rediscovering
something
that has been
lost, forgotten
or concealed

Comparison of
ideas

Makes little to
no
comparison of
ideas shown
about
Discovery in
the prescribed
and related
text

Limited
comparison of
ideas shown
about
Discovery in
the prescribed
and related
text

Sound
comparison of
ideas about
Discovery
shown in the
prescribed
and related
text

Welldeveloped
comparison of
ideas about
Discovery
shown in the
prescribed
and related
text

Sophisticated
comparison of
ideas about
Discovery
shown in the
prescribed
and related
text

Identification
and analysis of
techniques

May name
textual
features and
techniques,
but fail to
explain them

May identify
textual
features and
techniques,
but explain
them in a
limited way

Sound
analysis of
how textual
features and
techniques
are used to a
represent
concept

Skillful
analysis of
how textual
features and
techniques
are used to
represent a
concept

Insightful
analysis of
how textual
features and
techniques
are used to
represent a
concept

Textual
evidence

Makes little to
no inclusion
of text and
textual
evidence

Limited
selection of
text and
textual
evidence

Adequate
selection of
text and
textual
evidence

Effective
selection of
text and
textual
evidence

Discerning
selection of
text and
textual
evidence
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Criteria
Presentation
skills

Mark Ranges
1–3

4–6

7–9

10–12

13–15

Delivers a
presentation
demonstrating
little
awareness of
language,
structure and
form, may
read speech

Delivers a
limited
presentation
demonstrating
basic use of
language,
structure and
form, may rely
heavily on
notes

Delivers a
sound
presentation
demonstrating
adequate use
of language,
structure and
form, may rely
extensively on
notes

Delivers an
effective
presentation
demonstrating
strong use of
language,
structure and
form

Delivers a
sophisticated
presentation
demonstrating
outstanding
use of
language,
structure and
form

Note: Created for this PhD research.

It appears from the above that teachers may be unconscious in their use of criterionreferencing, in particular when constructing “holistic” marking rubrics in a potential attempt to
provide more “analytic” feedback. One acting head of department contrasted how they
attempted to make marking rubrics student friendly for junior year groups, utilising language
students would understand at their school, as indicated in Figure 5.8. This marking rubric is
analytic and engages in a criterion-referencing approach, although it is reflective and better
captures students’ self-assessment. There is a deliberate unpacking of criteria for critical and
creative writing (evidence, knowledge of text, structure, appropriate tone and language,
creativity, language techniques, structure, and links to theme) with a first-person approach using
the narrative voice of a student.
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Figure 5.8
Student-Friendly Marking Rubric from Teacher M’s School for Younger Grade
Year Ten – Creative and Critical Writing Assessment Marking Criteria – Essay/Review
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The development of marking rubrics to capture and align students’ responses is an
important substage of the Model. All marking rubrics collected from interviewees’ schools
demonstrated replication of NESA HSC marking rubrics for internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks. The model requires that teachers be explicit in their use of either holistic or
analytic marking rubrics. The skills and knowledge must be clearly articulated using paragraph
descriptions in relation to the question being asked of students and the learning outcomes being
assessed. Teachers should use language that is clear to students to understand their own current
levels of performance and what they must do to progress and can describe as many or as few
descriptions of performance as may be articulated. It is inconsistent with the Model for teachers
to be inconsistent in the type of marking rubric they create and how they apply it (i.e., write a
“holistic” marking rubric yet apply it using a criterion-referencing approach). This inconsistency
becomes problematic because the information that students then receive is not useful in enabling
them to diagnose their weaknesses and how to improve to move further along the
developmental continuum.
5.2.3.1.4 Mixed Approaches Were Used by Teachers to Critique an Internal SchoolBased HSC Assessment Task
Another key substage of the Model is for teachers to conduct a review of the assessment,
which provides them with an opportunity to ensure there is alignment between the learning
outcomes being assessed, the assessment question, and the associated marking rubric. Teachers’
comments revealed that the process for critiquing an internal school-based HSC assessment task
and marking rubric varied. Some teachers (n = 5) commented on engaging in a more formalised
approach to critiquing a task depending on the nature of the school and the assessment:
So, the first draft of a task was due 4 weeks before the task was due to be sent out to the
student. The buddy had a week to critique it so that left us with ample time to go over each
task. Generally, the head teacher and myself to just check that it matched the outcomes, that
there were no issues in terms of the layout and that included the marking criteria always. You
always made the marking criteria with the task. (Teacher H)
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Another teacher commented on how, during a formal meeting, teachers at their school
discussed
the interpretation of the marking guidelines. And so, we talked about that what an A range
response would be like, what students would be doing in that. What would they be doing in a
B, C, D, E? And I encourage teachers to mark holistically. (Teacher G)

An alternative but less frequent approach involved an informal ad hoc critique of an
assessment before it was given to students, as noted by one teacher (n = 1):
I have seen teachers approach one of the teachers who’s down to mark it—have you thought
much about the task what will you be looking for? And they might say I’ve been trying to
encourage my students to do blah blah and blah blah and that then might inform how they
teach or prepare their kids to do it. We do but on an informal level yeah it is certainly rather ad
hoc. . . . because the complexity of the school day often it’s more done often on-the-run that
sort of thing and then sometimes people send out clarifying emails as well like if we can’t all
meet together so that’s how it happens really. (Teacher K)

In other instances (n = 2), the critiquing of an assessment occurred after it had been
completed by students, such as during a formal faculty meeting:
I’ll be asking them [teachers] questions about the layout, the formatting of it, the contextual
relevance for the kids. To what extent did it challenge the top kids? To what extent did it help
the lower literacy kids achieve something substantial? And, was it achievable in the time limit
that we set? (Teacher S)

One teacher explained that the nature of the school day resulted in critiquing the
assessment after the students had completed it:
We tend to do it in a more ad-lib fashion after the task. We’ve done it and we’ve marked it and
that sort of stuff and again this is probably a weakness. What we should do is gather that
feedback up from staff and change the tasks right then and there on the spot for the next year,
but it doesn’t tend to happen because you’re so busy in a school. (Teacher D)
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Whereas the third stage of the Model requires teachers to conduct a review of the
assessment (after writing assessment questions and associated marking rubric in relation to the
learning outcomes), the interview data indicate that teachers varied in how they engaged in this
step. Where the Model requires teachers to undertake a review of the assessment at the
conclusion of its development, this was done by only some of the teachers (n = 5). In other
cases, teachers experienced an ad hoc informal approach (n = 1) or after students had completed
the assessment (n = 2).

5.2.4 Administering the Assessment
The fourth stage of the Model is for teachers to administer the assessment (see Figure
5.9).
Figure 5.9
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 4

Little information was provided by interviewees as to how they administered assessment
tasks, including internal school-based HSC assessment tasks. One teacher did discuss the
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administration of an internal school-based HSC speaking assessment task, discussed and
decided in a formal meeting of Year 12 English teachers, whereby they
came to an agreement with regards to the bell timings. So, the administration of the task to
ensure there was no sort of malpractice or one group being favoured over another. So,
everybody was aware of the requirements there. But that’s also written on our notification. But
we had, if you spoke for less than 4 minutes, you had a two-mark penalty, and we actually had
discussed in that meeting that would be 4 minutes on the nose so students had not a second
here or there, 4 minutes precisely, so just things like that. (Teacher G)

The model does not specify how this substage should occur because there needs to be
flexibility in this, according to school contexts and student cohorts. This stage of the Model
could not be appraised as it was not elicited through planned questioning. Yet this stage should
be fair and equitable to students and adhere to any school policies regarding the administration
of assessments.

5.2.5 Marking Against Rubrics
The fifth stage of the Model is for teachers to mark students’ responses to an assessment,
by first, pilot marking scripts and second, marking against marking rubrics (see Figure 5.10
below).
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Figure 5.10
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 5

Three trends emerged from the semistructured interviews in relation to this stage of the
Model. These were teachers (1) leveraging training in HSC marking experience to inform
marking practices of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks, (2) engaging in a
benchmarking process to achieve inter-rater reliability by pilot marking scripts prior to marking
students’ responses, and (3) using criterion- and norm-referencing principles while marking in a
standards-referencing framework.
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5.2.5.1 Leveraging Training in External Examination Marking Experience to Inform
Marking Practices of Internal School-Based Assessment Tasks
The influence of HSC marking training and experience was discussed by most teachers
interviewed (n = 8). They discussed how they engaged in a benchmarking process to pilot mark
students’ responses and then mark against the marking rubrics for internal school-based HSC
assessment tasks. Marking students’ responses for internal school-based HSC assessment tasks
against marking rubrics involved multiple facets that teachers commented on during the
interviews. First, a large proportion of teachers (n = 6) commented on marking against rubrics.
In doing so, teachers (n = 5) reported internalising the skills associated with the key words used
in HSC marking for different performance bands to benchmark achievement in the course: “I
think what I’m really drawing on if I give a kid an ‘A’ is my knowledge of what an ‘A’ is
through experience. I know what ‘As’ look like. I know the things that they do” (Teacher M).
Another explained that the way they internalised what constitutes achievement of different
performance bands was through “being extensively involved in the HSC marking processes. So,
I’ve virtually marked all sections of the HSC examination so I get an idea, I have an idea of
standards and what makes an ‘A’ range, ‘B’, ‘C’, ‘D’” (Teacher G). Indeed, another teacher
commented on how teachers with HSC marking experience were relied on by the other teachers
during the marking of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks because “we’d look to see
what they thought of a particular script if it was a section they had marked on before” (Teacher
K).
Relatedly, a few teachers (n = 3) saw problems without such experience. For instance,
one teacher commented on the negative consequences of not having teachers mark the HSC
examination, precluding an understanding of what constitutes achievement of different
performance bands. Their concern was teachers’ ability to interpret the marking rubric and align
student work with the performance band that “correctly” reflects the quality of the work
produced by the student:
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I think it’s imperative that all the staff are being given training in looking at the criteria and the
outcomes doing HSC marking, reading scripts from other schools and getting to see kids who
are writing super scripts and then what is a genuine 20 out of 20 or 15 out of 15. And they need
to be able to know this is a “C” for these reasons and this is a “B” ’cause we’ve got a couple
staff who need to be able to or they’re getting it really wrong. They’re giving a “B” to kids
who are really a “C” because the kids have very limited control of expression, very poor
grammar, hardly any sentence structure—they’re just not a “B”. So then it sends the rest of us
all into a big spin when things have to get re-marked and it’s a problem from the kids’
perspective because they know, like the bright kids know like “Oh I don’t want that teacher to
mark my work” ’cause they know that that teacher does not have the skills to differentiate
between an “A”, a “B”, and a “C”. And not only can they not differentiate, they don’t know
how to teach the skills to the kids to get the “B” or the “A”. (Teacher S)

Teacher S’s comment also indicates an explicit awareness of students’ implicit
recognition of the upcoming external HSC requirements and tailoring learning and feedback to
assist students to perform well in this examination. At another school, one teacher commented
on direct implications of (not) preparing students in this way:
We have a system of student feedback at this school where students actually give feedback on
individual teachers okay? They do this anonymously through the computer system. We each
get a report of students—of what they think of us as teachers. What makes a good teacher in
the eyes of students? Well obviously, enjoyable lessons blah blah but a lot of the students here
they want to get good marks as well. And they want to feel like they are achieving and getting
good results and I honestly feel that that influences us in the way that we mark. (Teacher K)

This impacted how teachers (and others) viewed the quality of teachers’ instruction: “It
comes back to how well do we think we’re doing what we’re doing here? If we’ve got lots of
students down in that D and E range then that suggests we haven’t done our job properly
doesn’t it?” (Teacher K). In this way, HSC marking experience was noted as essential, not only
for developing the assessment but also marking the assessment.
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An additional element that was noted as potentially affecting students’ achievement in the
HSC English examinations were the texts studied. Teachers (n = 6) mentioned choosing texts
for their student cohorts that would enable them to achieve the highest performance bands in the
HSC examination because the choice of text could influence student performance and
subsequent mark. In this way, HSC marking experience was being utilised. For instance, the
complexity of a text a student has studied and the student’s analysis of it can impact their HSC
achievement:
Especially in Shakespearean texts and the written responses, I think that if a student really gets
that global understanding of the text and its various implications and its sort of broader
significance too and they’re able to refer to the text in a like in a technical way. Also, in terms
of its broader or more overarching concerns about humanity and the human condition and that
sort of stuff then yeah, I think they are more likely to achieve in those higher bands. But in the
same way, a more sophisticated text can be really alienating for students who just aren’t up to
it and it can really limit their response. So, it kind of works in both ways doesn’t it? Like it
creates this dichotomy of a brilliant response and a mediocre response. (Teacher D)

While marking against rubrics is an important substage of the Model, interview data
indicate HSC marking experience was viewed as essential for teachers to understand how to
align students’ responses to marking rubrics and what constitutes achievement of the different
performance bands, and thereby how to assist students to achieve highly. The Model does not
require teachers to have HSC marking experience to engage in the marking process and align
students’ responses to marking rubrics. Indeed, while HSC marking can be beneficial to assist
teachers to understand the complete range of student ability levels, it can also be
counterproductive when HSC marking practices, which are developed for a specific purpose and
are well resourced, are used for school-based assessment practices (as is apparent in the current
results).
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5.2.5.2 Teachers Engaged in a Benchmarking Process to Achieve Inter-Rater Reliability by
Pilot Marking Scripts Prior to Marking Students’ Responses
The Model requires teachers to engage in pilot marking of a specified number of scripts
to ensure inter- and intra-rater reliability using the marking rubric. During the semistructured
interviews, a few teachers (n = 4) indicated they did have an opportunity to discuss assessments
with colleagues prior to the commencement of marking and identified the role of pilot marking
to ensure teachers’ understanding of the different achievement descriptors prior to actually
marking the cohort’s responses:
We have a marking meeting and sit down and they [markers] would each read a couple of
scripts okay a few of them. And they would choose a couple of scripts that they thought was
probably going to be an “A” or something like that and same with some from the bottom class
perhaps and then they discuss them and talk about where to put them. And ideally, you’d read
an example like you’d do that until you’ve got one example from each sort of band I suppose
or at least a good spread. (Teacher K)

One teacher commented on how
we’d talk about each of the marking dot points and where they fell on each of those. And then
it always provides a good discussion point of what they’re looking for on any task and whether
it is their understanding of the concept or use of textual evidence or techniques or you know
the grammar and spelling and fluency of the writing so that’s what we’d usually do. (Teacher
K)

A professional collegial discussion of a variety of student achievement during this
benchmarking process was commented on by another teacher:
We’ll meet together, everyone marks one or two people from different classes, you can even do
one from your own class—it doesn’t really matter—share it around, talk about what our
expectations are and I think that comes down to professional attitude. You don’t have to be
really experienced to be able to benefit—have an open mind from that process. (Teacher H)
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This process of discussion to reach a shared consensus of a variety of student
achievement prior to and after marking was elaborated on by a head of department by
having a team of markers, coordinating like agreeing on the standards, doing some sample
marking or pilot marking. Then going away and marking it then double-checking it and getting
a person or both of you to say “Oh look this is an A you show me one of your As”, “Oh I think
this one’s slightly better actually”, “I think I might have got a bit over excited about this one—
I think it actually does fit into the B range”. It’s you know more effective in its language or you
know it doesn’t have that sort of flair or sophistication this one has. So yeah you have those
kinds of conversations. (Teacher D)

One teacher also contrasted the benchmarking process for junior students and for the most
capable students in a cohort:
I’ve found that we’ve had quite a few new teachers here and I’ll find that initially they’re a bit
strict for Year 7 and 8. What is “sophisticated” for Year 7 and Year 8? Also through my
experience with gifted and talented because I’ve been teaching for 26 years. I advocate that we
have to be careful how we benchmark within the cohort because the best student doesn’t
necessarily get 100%. The best student may really be eligible for 130% or 95 [out of 100,
indicating the student exceeds the descriptions of performance—i.e., a “super-script” or falls
short]. I think it’s understanding through experience and obviously there’s benchmark tasks on
the Board of Studies [NESA] website. You have your own collection of tasks over the years
and also colleagues and that’s why I think sharing is really important. You understand what
can we realistically expect from a Year 8 student under exam conditions? I think this is the best
we would really expect from a Year 8 student under exam conditions. What can we expect of a
Year 10 student under exam conditions? (Teacher H)

Of the other teachers who contributed to this theme, one (n = 1) indicated that at her
current school, they did not discuss assessments with colleagues before they began marking
(although this teacher acknowledged that at their previous school, they undertook a
benchmarking process similar to HSC marking practices). A few other teachers (n = 3) also
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indicated that their school’s practices varied, with one teacher indicating they had just started
meeting more together and another “probably not as much as we need to” (Teacher D).
The benchmarking and pilot marking substage of the Model is imperative prior to
marking students’ responses against marking rubrics. Interview data indicate teachers’
experiences varied depending on their school context. The model dictates that teachers engage
in this process to ensure they are applying the marking rubric consistently to students’
responses, which was not consistently the case in the current data.
5.2.5.3 Teachers Used Criterion- and Norm-Referencing Principles While Marking in a
Standards-Referencing Framework
Teachers (n = 5) also noted marking practices consistent with a criterion-referencing
system, such as evaluating individual criteria within a holistic marking rubric, otherwise known
as dot points, when applying the marking rubric to students’ responses. For instance, one
teacher indicated they marked using the following process:
So I tend to circle the criteria—you know where they lie for each particular criterion and it’s
not necessarily in the same band . . . so I kind of just circle all over across the marking
guidelines and then kind of come up with a mark that reflects oh what’s the word—an
amalgamation I guess of where I’ve circled. (Teacher J)

Similarly, another teacher indicated trying
to tick individual criteria, dot points, on a marking criteria. I know some teachers here don’t
because it can lead to some students here getting a bit too mathematical—"Oh you gave me
three in this band and two in this band so why shouldn’t I be more up there rather than down
here?” and we try and explain well it’s more in terms of giving you feedback and letting you
see where you’re good and where perhaps you’re a little weaker. I think the rubric is useful in
that respect in allowing them to comparatively judge their achievement and so they can see yes
okay I’m making good comparisons, my knowledge of the concept is good but I need to
include more textual evidence, I need to have a sharper analysis of language techniques or
something like that. And that gives them a point of something to work on for future tasks.
(Teacher K)
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Teacher K’s latter point reflected some teachers’ (n = 5) use of marking rubrics to
provide feedback for students by using a criterion-referenced approach.
Two other teachers (n = 2) also noted marking practices consistent with a normreferencing system:
You don’t sort of throw out the 19s and 20s willy-nilly to your students. Those responses need
to have that daring, that flair, that sophistication that you kind of very rarely see which really
sets them apart, and kind of crystalises the response. If all of those things happen in kind of a
cohesive way, in kind of synchronicity, then you go “wow” and it’s almost like an intuition
that you get reading the response and I think it’s an intuition which is underpinned by
experience and by the criteria in front of you. (Teacher D)

Another teacher commented,
In the end I think we get very much led more by work samples and what marks we’ve
previously awarded at As and also the distribution of marks across any particular year in terms
of how many As should we be thinking we’re giving. That’s how we decide what a
sophisticated—what proportion of our students would usually fall into this category? And so
we’re finding that even though we’re supposed to be working on descriptors, we come back to
I suppose thinking about populations as a whole. . . . we’re also quite aware that in terms of
what we need to do for the assessment process is to rank students okay? So, when we’re
marking on descriptors yes but we’re also thinking comparatively. Where does this student fit
with other students you know within the year group? And that adjusts where we put students as
well. (Teacher K)

This same teacher explained the additional factors that teachers take into consideration
when marking students’ responses:
We don’t want to fail a whole lot of kids for their first HSC assessment task and the damaging
effect that would have on their morale and work ethic—you know some of them would be
tempted to give up on English if we crushed them too hard. It means we’ve got to put the bulk
of the students in the mark range between 7 and 15 out of 15. That’s 7 marks—seven different
ways you can rank a grade, a variety of students. And when we’re balancing their
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understanding of the concept, we’re balancing use of textual evidence, we’re balancing their
need to compare their texts, we’re balancing their examination of stylistic techniques and their
speaking skills and we’ve got to put all of that into the mash and essentially put most of them
yeah it’s 1 to 15 but realistically we’re not going to put huge numbers of kids down in the
below 5, below 6 so it’s really 7 to 15 you know we’re putting most kids. (Teacher K)

One teacher also discussed the extent to which they compared students’ work (a feature
of both norm-referencing and pairwise comparison that can be used in standards-referencing) to
arrive at a mark, especially when the quality of the work the student had produced was not
immediately obvious:
Then I’ll look at well what did this student who I thought was a clear-cut B how did they
compare with this student who I’m not quite sure about? I will use that as a way of coming up
with that final mark if it’s not really obvious. (Teacher J)

This same teacher commented that there was always an element of discretion because
even though teachers assumed that they have “tight” marking rubrics, it was not until they
started marking that it was not as consistently applied as what they originally thought. This was
captured as follows by Teacher J: “It was only after we had started marking that we found out
that our guides were less rigid I guess or open to interpretation than we had originally thought”
(Teacher J).
Interviewees’ comments on marking practices indicate an amalgamation of criterion- and
norm-referencing practices to provide specific criterion-related feedback to students and to
encourage and rank order students. These comments contravene the requirements for standardsreferencing systems and the Model. According to this system/model, teachers should align
students’ responses to the description that best captures their overall performance in a marking
rubric and not deconstruct the student’s response according to individual criteria or dot points.
Furthermore, no other factors should be taken into account during this process, influences that
were noted in the current data.
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5.2.6 Checking the Results to Validate the Assessment and Return Feedback to
Students
The final stage of the Model requires teachers to engage in a final discussion with
colleagues to review and ensure consistency in marking, record student achievement, and then
return the assessment to students (see Figure 5.11).

Figure 5.11
Theoretical Assessment Process Model – Stage 6

While there was no explicit question asked of interviewees in relation to this stage of the
Model, discussions regarding student feedback were integrated into other aspects such as
marking students’ responses using marking rubrics. However, as there was no specific line of
questioning about this stage, limited insights into related practices in this sample were difficult.
Nevertheless, during the semistructured interviews, one head of department commented on
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returning assessments to students with feedback but without a mark to students. The Year 12
cohort at this school experiencing this cultural shift was
initially for some students it was quite confronting. What the students were saying—"what did
I actually get for it?”, “pay attention to the feedback so you can improve for the HSC”—and
this was on a trial [HSC examination]. And overall they found it to be—on the whole found it
to be quite good. ’Cause they then had to rectify with regards to their piece of work that they’d
received feedback on and they needed to rewrite it incorporating that feedback before their
marks were given. (Teacher G)

Teacher G stressed that students’ original marks prior to the implementation of feedback
would not be altered.
The final stage of the Model is an important final stage in the assessment cycle for one
assessment that can influence students’ performance in the next assessment when feedback is
incorporated. While the diversity and prevalence of current practice in relation to this stage is
not clear in the current data, due to a lack of explicit questioning about this stage (but rather
intention to elicit insights through questioning on previous stages), it was anticipated that the
follow-up survey would help to clarify current practices in this area.

5.3 Results From the Quantitative Online Survey
A subsequent quantitative survey sought to evaluate these assessment themes and
practices in a larger and more diverse sample (not all previous or current external HSC exam
markers), relative to the Model. The survey was purpose built for this study, with items
designed to elicit ratings of agreement about importance and engagement in different
(sub)stages of the Model. Items were written so as not to be overly leading, with items
inconsistent with the Model (but were expected based on the qualitative data) added to evaluate
the extent to which these inconsistent practices (identified in the qualitative data and/or extant
literature) were also enacted. Results are again separated by stages of the Model to contrast
current practices against what the Model would require.
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5.3.1 Preparing to Develop the Assessment
The Model indicates the importance of determining the purpose of the assessment and the
learning outcomes to be assessed. Virtually all respondents indicated the importance of
informing students of the purpose of the assessment (98.9% strongly agreed or agreed) and
identified this consistently (98.43% very consistently or consistently). Determining the learning
outcomes to be assessed was also deemed extremely important by the vast majority (95.62%
strongly agreed or agreed), and this substage was also routinely completed (94.12%). This
indicates that the vast majority of respondents engaged in, and saw the importance of, this first
stage of the Model as in Table 5.4. While there were some levels of disagreement, or
inconsistent practice, in relation to this stage, this was extremely low. As such, results suggest
high levels of recognition and compliance with essential aspects of this stage of the Model.
Table 5.4

SD

Mean

5
(Strongly Agree/
Consistently)

4
(Agree/Mostly)

3
(Neutral/
Sometimes)

2
(Disagree/Rarely)

1
(Strongly Disagree/
Never)

Total N

Teachers Beliefs and Practices From the Online Survey in Preparing to Develop the Assessment

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to inform students of the purpose of
the assessment task.
Importance

274

0.36%

1.46%

0.00%

14.23%

84.67%

4.83

0.45

Practice

255

0.00%

0.78%

0.78%

8.63%

89.80%

4.87

0.42

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to determine the learning outcomes
that will be assessed in the task.
Importance

274

0.36%

1.46%

2.55%

18.61%

77.01%

4.70

0.63

Practice

255

0.39%

0.39%

5.10%

17.65%

76.47%

4.69

0.62

5.3.2 Planning of the Test Blueprint
In this next stage of the Model, the teacher decides what students need to demonstrate,
determines the relative importance of each learning outcome being assessed, and identifies the
performance-level descriptions for learning outcomes. The majority of respondents indicated the

171

importance of deconstructing the learning outcomes through reference to the outcome
elaborations to determine what and how well students must complete a task (90.58% strongly
agreed or agreed), and indicated doing this consistently (88.24% very consistently or
consistently). Using the outcome elaborations and performance standards to identify various
gradations of quality for a marking rubric was also deemed extremely important by a significant
proportion of respondents (90.16% strongly agreed or agreed), and this substage was also
routinely completed (87.85%). The majority of online survey participants also determined the
importance of each learning outcome for an assessment (83.96% strongly agreed or agreed), and
did this frequently (82.03% consistently or mostly). While again there was a high level of
engagement, and perceived importance, of this stage of the Model, there was some modest
disconnect between perceived importance and practice (e.g., around 2% more respondents
indicated importance than indicated their consistent engagement in this practice) as indicated in
Table 5.5. Again, rates of disagreement or nonengagement in this stage were low. As such, there
appeared to be high levels of recognition and adherence to essential aspects of this stage of the
Model.
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Table 5.5

SD

Mean

5
(Strongly Agree/
Consistently)

4
(Agree/Mostly)

3
(Neutral/
Sometimes)

2
(Disagree/Rarely)

1
(Strongly Disagree/
Never)

Total N

Teachers Beliefs and Practices From the Online Survey in Planning of the Test Blueprint

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to deconstruct the outcome(s)
through reference to the outcome content to decide what students have to do and how well they
have to do it.
Importance

276

0.36%

2.17%

6.88%

25.00%

65.58%

4.53

0.75

Practice

255

0.78%

3.53%

7.45%

22.75%

65.49%

4.49

0.84

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to use the outcome content and the
performance standards to identify varying levels of knowledge and skills to write the performancelevel descriptions for a marking guideline.
Importance

269

0.74%

2.23%

6.69%

30.86%

59.48%

4.46

0.78

Practice

255

1.18%

2.35%

8.63%

28.63%

59.22%

4.42

0.84

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to determine the importance of each
outcome for an assessment task.
Importance

268

0.37%

2.61%

13.06%

45.90%

38.06%

4.19

0.78

Practice

256

0.39%

5.09%

12.50%

37.89%

44.14%

4.20

0.87

5.3.3 Developing the Assessment
In the third stage of the Model, teachers write the assessment question(s) to assess student
performance on the appropriate learning outcomes, write the associated marking rubric, and
conduct a review of the assessment. There were strong levels of agreement about the importance
of and engagement in using “verbs” to ensure appropriate cognitive depth (93.56% agreed this
was important, and 95.18% reported engaging in this stage); developing assessment questions to
discriminate students’ ability was important among respondents (91.7% agreed this was
important, and 93.2% executed this substage). The overwhelming majority of teachers believed
the importance of developing assessments that are closely linked to the learning outcomes being
assessed (96.57% strongly agreed or agreed) and engaged in this substage routinely (95.93%
consistently or mostly). Similar significance was attached to developing assessments that are
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closely linked to performance standards (93.11% strongly agreed or agreed) and in practice
(93.47% consistently or mostly).
There was a slight disconnect in the perceived importance and actual engagement in other
steps; however, 91.45% agreed that constructing a draft marking rubric to discuss with
colleagues was important, but only 83.99% indicated that they engaged in this step regularly.
Virtually all respondents considered it important to create marking rubrics that clearly indicate
what is being assessed during marking, with 99.62% in agreement of its importance yet slightly
fewer (97.56%) doing so. Similar results were noted on the importance of creating marking
rubrics to clearly distinguish between performance levels (99.24% agreed this was important),
with somewhat fewer (97.54%) consistently engaging in this practice. A smaller majority of
respondents also reported using additional documents besides the syllabus to formulate
assessment questions (79.02% agreed this was important, and 70.80% did this consistently).
Common practices reported, yet inconsistent with the Model, included developing
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks that mirrored those used in past HSC examinations
(69.7% agreed this was important, 71.6% consistently engaged in this practice), creating
marking rubrics that align closely with those of past HSC examinations (85.5% agreed this was
important, with 82.92% consistently engaging in this practice), and creating marking rubrics
that mirrored the allocation of marks used in past HSC examination (74.63% agreed this was
important, with 80.74% reporting engaging in this practice consistently).
The vast majority of respondents engaged in, and saw the importance of, different
substages of this stage of the Model. With regard to question development, while there were
some levels of disagreement or inconsistent practice in relation to this stage, this was relatively
low. As such, results suggest high levels of recognition and compliance with essential aspects of
this substage of the Model. While again there was a high level of perceived importance of the
development of marking rubrics, there was some disconnect between perceived importance and
practice in constructing a draft marking rubric to discuss with colleagues (e.g., 7.46% more
respondents indicated importance than indicated their consistent engagement in this practice).
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There was a slight disconnect between perceived importance and practice in creating marking
rubrics that clearly indicate what is being assessed during marking and clearly distinguishing
between performance levels (e.g., around 2% more respondents indicated importance than
indicated their consistent engagement in this practice). There was further disconnect between
marking rubric development and the Model due to the perceived importance and practice of
HSC examination marking rubrics. While question development was recognised and an adhered
to substage of the Model, there was disagreement or nonengagement with the other substages of
the Model as indicated in Table 5.6.
Table 5.6

SD

Mean

5
(Strongly Agree/
Consistently)

4
(Agree/Mostly)

3
(Neutral/
Sometimes)

2
(Disagree/Rarely)

1
(Strongly Disagree/
Never)

Total N

Teachers Beliefs and Practices From the Online Survey in Developing the Assessment

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to construct a draft marking guideline
to discuss with colleagues.
Importance

269

0.37%

2.60%

5.58%

28.25%

63.20%

4.51

0.75

Practice

256

1.17%

2.34%

12.50%

17.97%

66.02%

4.45

0.88

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to use “verbs” to ensure the
appropriate cognitive depth of the assessment task.
Importance

264

0.76%

1.52%

4.17%

31.82%

61.74%

4.52

0.72

Practice

249

0.40%

0.00%

4.42%

19.68%

75.50%

4.7

0.59

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to develop all the questions/items to
ensure discrimination of student ability levels.
Importance

265

1.13%

1.13%

6.04%

29.81%

61.89%

4.5

0.76

Practice

250

0.40%

0.40%

6.00%

26.00%

67.20%

4.59

0.66

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to use other documents, besides the
syllabus, to develop assessment questions/items.
Importance

263

0.76%

5.70%

14.07%

42.97%

36.05%

4.09

0.89

Practice

250

0.40%

2.80%

26.00%

28.40%

42.40%

4.10

0.91

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to construct assessment tasks that
mirror those used in past HSC examinations.
Importance

264

0.76%

13.26%

16.29%

37.50%

32.20%

3.87

1.03

Practice

250

0.40%

1.60%

26.40%

36.80%

34.80%

4.04

0.84
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SD

Mean

5
(Strongly Agree/
Consistently)

4
(Agree/Mostly)

3
(Neutral/
Sometimes)

2
(Disagree/Rarely)

1
(Strongly Disagree/
Never)

Total N

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to develop assessment tasks that are
closely linked to the outcomes being assessed.
Importance

262

0.00%

0.76%

2.67%

24.81%

71.76%

4.68

0.56

Practice

246

0.00%

0.41%

3.66%

16.26%

79.67%

4.75

0.53

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to develop assessment tasks that are
closely linked to the performance standards for the subject.
Importance

261

0.38%

0.77%

5.75%

34.87%

58.24%

4.5

0.68

Practice

245

0.00%

0.41%

6.12%

32.65%

60.82%

4.54

0.63

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to create marking guidelines that align
closely with those of past HSC examinations.
Importance

262

0.38%

5.73%

8.40%

43.13%

42.37%

4.21

0.85

Practice

246

0.81%

1.22%

15.04%

34.55%

48.37%

4.28

0.82

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to create marking guidelines that
state clearly what is being assessed during marking.
Importance

262

0.00%

0.00%

0.38%

11.07%

88.55%

4.88

0.33

Practice

246

0.00%

0.41%

2.03%

16.26%

81.30%

4.78

0.48

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to create marking guidelines that
clearly distinguish between performance levels.
Importance

262

0.00%

0.00%

0.76%

19.85%

79.39%

4.79

0.43

Practice

244

0.00%

0.00%

2.46%

17.62%

79.92%

4.77

0.47

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to create marking guidelines that
mirror the allocation of marks used in past HSC exams.
Importance

262

1.53%

8.78%

15.27%

40.08%

34.55%

3.97

0.99

Practice

244

1.23%

2.46%

15.57%

36.07%

44.67%

4.20

0.88

5.3.4 Administering the Assessment
The fourth stage of the Model is administering the assessment. The survey indicated the
majority of teachers considered it significant to administer under highly structured conditions
(88.51% strongly or mostly agreed), with even more respondents routinely engaging in the stage
(93.85% consistently or mostly) as indicated in Table 5.7. There was disconnect between
perceived importance and practice in this stage (e.g., 5.34% more respondents indicated
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consistent engagement in this practice than indicated importance in this practice), potentially
indicating teachers’ recognition to be “fair” to students.
Table 5.7

SD

Mean

5
(Strongly Agree/
Consistently)

4
(Agree/Mostly)

3
(Neutral/
Sometimes)

2
(Disagree/Rarely)

1
(Strongly Disagree/
Never)

Total N

Teachers Beliefs and Practices From the Online Survey in Administering the Assessment

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to ensure administration of the
assessment task under highly structured conditions.
Importance

261

0.00%

3.07%

8.43%

31.42%

57.09%

4.43

0.77

Practice

244

0.00%

0.41%

5.74%

22.54%

71.31%

4.65

0.61

5.3.5 Marking Against Rubrics
The penultimate stage of the Model involves teachers benchmarking and pilot marking
scripts before marking students’ responses through alignment with the marking rubrics.
Training teachers how to consistently interpret and use the marking rubric prior to marking was
deemed significant by the majority of respondents (95.42% strongly agreed or agreed), although
less routinely engaged in the substage (85.66% consistently or mostly). A lesser proportion of
respondents indicated the importance of not adjusting the marking rubric after examining
students’ responses (69.38% strongly agreed or agreed); however, a larger percentage reported
doing this (75.62% consistently or mostly). A practice inconsistent with the Model, yet
indicated as important and done consistently by a minority of respondents, was assigning marks
for students who demonstrate achievement across performance levels by averaging their
achievement. Just over a third of respondents indicated importance of doing this (36.83%
strongly agreed or agreed), while almost half of teachers reported routinely doing so (48.35%
consistently or mostly).
The vast majority of respondents recognised and complied with essential aspects of this
substage of the Model. However, there was some disconnect between perceived importance and
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practice in training teachers how to consistently interpret and use the marking rubric prior to
marking (e.g., 9.76% more respondents indicated importance than indicated their consistent
engagement in this practice). There was similar disconnect between perceived importance and
practice in not adjusting the marking rubric after examining students’ responses (e.g., 6.24%
more respondents indicated consistent engagement in this practice than indicated importance in
this practice). The largest area of disconnect between perceived importance and practice was
assigning marks for students who demonstrate achievement across performance levels by
averaging their achievement (e.g., 11.52% more respondents indicated consistent engagement in
this practice than indicated importance in this practice). While marking against rubrics is
another important stage of the Model, there is disconnect with marking processes as they occur
in the Model as indicated in Table 5.8.
Table 5.8

SD

Mean

5
(Strongly Agree/
Consistently)

4
(Agree/Mostly)

3
(Neutral/
Sometimes)

2
(Disagree/Rarely)

1
(Strongly Disagree/
Never)

Total N

Teachers Beliefs and Practices From the Online Survey in Marking Against Rubrics

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to train the teachers who will be
marking the assessment task on how to consistently interpret and use the marking guidelines.
Importance

262

0.00%

0.38%

4.20%

19.08%

76.34%

4.71

0.56

Practice

244

0.41%

3.69%

10.25%

25.41%

60.25%

4.41

0.85

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to NOT adjust the marking guideline
after examining the responses of students.
Importance

258

2.33%

15.12%

13.18%

27.13%

42.25%

3.92

1.17

Practice

242

5.37%

5.79%

13.22%

22.73%

52.89%

4.12

1.17

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to assign marks for students who
demonstrate achievement across performance levels by averaging their achievement.
Importance

258

6.59%

26.74%

29.84%

24.81%

12.02%

3.09

1.12

Practice

242

12.40%

21.90%

17.36%

21.90%

26.45%

3.28

1.38
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5.3.6 Checking the Results to Validate the Assessment and Return Feedback to
Students
The final stage of the Model involves two substages. First, it requires teachers to check
students’ results by engaging in a final discussion with colleagues to review and ensure
consistency in marking. Second, teachers record student achievement and return the assessment
to students with accompanying feedback (not explicitly asked in the survey). Reviewing
students’ responses to ensure consistency with expectations was deemed significant (92.64%
strongly agreed or agreed), with fewer routinely engaging in the substage (86.73% consistently
or mostly). This was largely aligned with model requirements, despite a minority indicating that
they did not routinely engage in this practice (despite most indicating its importance) as
indicated in Table 5.9.
Table 5.9

SD

Mean

5
(Strongly Agree/
Consistently)

4
(Agree/Mostly)

3
(Neutral/
Sometimes)

2
(Disagree/Rarely)

1
(Strongly Disagree/
Never)

Total N

Teachers Beliefs and Practices From the Online Survey in Checking the Results to Validate the
Assessment and Return Feedback to Students

When developing HSC assessment tasks, I believe it is essential to review students’ responses to make
sure they are consistent with expectations.
Importance

258

0.78%

0.78%

5.81%

45.35%

47.29%

4.38

0.70

Practice

241

1.66%

2.07%

9.54%

30.71%

56.02%

4.37

0.87

5.4 Summary
Chapter 5 provided the results of the data in relation to the six stages of the Model
developed in this thesis, which articulates how teachers should create internal school-based
HSC assessment tasks and their marking rubrics to adhere to standards-referencing. All the data
indicated beliefs and practices that were both consistent and inconsistent with different stages
and substages of the Model. Teachers’ assessment practices and their perceived importance that
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were consistent across both the interview and survey data included determining the purpose of
the assessment and the learning outcomes to be assessed, although beyond the teachers’ control
and within the first stage of the Model. Additional areas of partial adherence to the Model
indicated in the interview and online survey data included developing assessment questions to
elicit the appropriate cognitive skills being assessed for students to demonstrate what they know
and can do, creating a marking rubric, and training teachers to mark using the marking rubric.
Each data source also presented beliefs and practices that were consistent with the Model
but could not be triangulated with each other. For instance, surveyed teachers engaged more in
administering an assessment under highly structured conditions, but the opposite occurred for
reviewing students’ responses to ensure consistency with expectations, although neither of these
were elicited in the interviews. Additionally, the online survey revealed a modest disconnect
between the perceived importance and practice of teachers planning the test blueprint via the
learning outcomes and outcome elaborations, yet this was not discussed at all by the teachers
interviewed. In fact, the extent to which interviewed teachers used learning outcomes to inform
their assessments was inconsistent, and Teacher U was observed referring to the learning
outcomes in the teaching and learning program once but not the syllabus with its outcome
elaborations and did not deconstruct them. Furthermore, while the significance of question
development was indicated in both the interview and online survey data, the questions from the
internal school-based HSC assessment tasks from interviewees’ schools reflect the replication of
generic HSC examination questions. Similarly, this was reflected in the marking rubrics
collected; that is, marking rubrics reflected the language (i.e., key terms) and structure
(criterion-referencing dot points) of HSC examination marking rubrics for internal school-based
HSC assessment tasks.
The data also revealed beliefs and practices that were not a part of the Model. For
instance, interview data indicated teachers aligning learning outcomes to the modes to be
assessed, which was not elicited in the online survey. However, the primary stages of the Model
where teachers engaged in practices that were inconsistent with the Model included developing
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the assessment (including the associated marking rubric) and marking against the rubrics. For
both these stages, the influence of HSC marking experience was leveraged for question and
marking rubric development and marking practices. Specifically, all internal school-based HSC
assessment task marking rubrics collected from interviewees’ schools reflected a “shorthand”
version of the information and processes teachers gained through HSC marking experience and
a reliance on key words to distinguish levels of performance. Furthermore, marking practices
that relied on non-standards-referencing approaches were discussed by teachers interviewed
(both norm- and criterion-referencing), with more surveyed teachers in practice averaging
student achievement across performance levels.
Chapter 6 now discusses these data, their implications, and how teachers can progress
their assessment practices within standards-referencing.
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Chapter 6: Discussion
6.1 Introduction
The whole credibility of standards-referencing systems is built upon teachers being able
to correctly determine the “image” of a student through their assessment practices of what
students know and can do. If an inaccurate image is formed, then the validity of subsequent
decisions regarding student performance is reduced and threatens the integrity of the
credentialling process of standards-referencing systems. Many education systems that have
shifted to standards-referencing have provided insufficient practical support to teachers in
relation to test development and marking processes (van Der Kleij et al., 2018). As such, there
is a lack of clarity among teachers about the exact requirements and expected processes for
conducting reliable and valid standards-referencing assessment practices (Cumming &
Maxwell, 2004). Consequently, according to results of the current PhD research, this has
resulted in teachers creating and marking internal school-based assessment tasks using an
amalgamation of norm-, criterion-, and standards-referencing assessement practices, with
consequent threats to the validity of these results and actions that arise from them.
Due to the expected (and, through this research, confirmed) differences between the
requirements of standards-referencing systems and teachers’ current assessment practices, this
thesis aimed first to explicate a model for effective assessment in a standards-referencing
system. In contrast to the discrete and underlying conceptual principles of standards-referencing
that are dispersed throughout theory and literature, the Model was intended to serve as an
integrated and practice blueprint to support teachers by clarifying how teachers could effectively
create assessments aligned with the principles of standards-referencing. Specifically, the Model
explains what steps teachers should take, what these steps look like, and how teachers should
carry out these processes to implement standards-referencing theory. Given that the Model was
based on standards-referencing theory more broadly, and not for a specific education system, it
was designed to be applicable to all education systems that have adopted (or intend to adopt)
standards-referencing systems. It would be similarly applicable for use by examiners charged
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with constructing large-scale, high-stakes, curriculum-based examinations as it would for
teachers designing internal school-based assessments. The Model thus provides a systemaligned way for teachers (and examiners) to generate evidence of students’ knowledge and
skills, which can then be referenced to performance standards to arrive at an overall description
that matches what students know and can do (the ultimate aim of standards-referencing
systems).
This thesis used the internal school-based HSC assessment component of the NSW Year
12 HSC as its example for how the Model can be applied by teachers in an attempt to reduce
threats to the validity of students’ results. This thesis focused on English as an exemplar subject
since it is currently the only compulsory subject in the NSW HSC. HSC English courses also
provide a good example of how teachers are required to interpret learning outcomes and
outcome elaborations, performance band descriptors, HSC questions, and marking rubrics to
achieve a valid standards-referencing assessment result. Despite the focus on English, these
same principles and requirements are applicable across all courses in a standards-referencing
system. As such, it is expected that results of this PhD research can inform assessment design
and marking processes more broadly, through developing the Model for adhering to the
requirements of a standards-referencing system (Research Question 1), thereby increasing the
validity of the results generated through teachers’ assessment practices, and clearly identifying
where and how teachers’ internal school-based assessment practices diverge from the Model
(Research Questions 2 and 3) and thus provide viable targets for teacher training and support.
By contrasting current practice and teacher assessment skills against the Model,
recommendations are made to support a path towards effective assessment and marking
practices within the current standards-referencing system. To this end, the discussion that
follows will (1) discuss the derivation of the Model in response to Research Question 1, (2)
reconcile the Model with current teacher practice, as indicated by the qualitative and
quantitative data, in response to Research Questions 2 and 3, (3) offer recommendations for
increasing teachers’ assessment literacy and increasing alignment with standards-referencing
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system requirements, on the basis of current findings, (4) discuss areas for future research, (5)
situate the major contributions of this PhD research, and (6) provide a concluding summary of
the research.

6.2 Theoretical Assessment Process Model
The Model was created for this research to address Research Question 1, which
endeavoured to support greater alignment between teachers’ assessment practices and the
requirements of a standards-referencing framework. A guiding principle in creating the Model
was viewing a teacher as a user of, and active agent in, the complete assessment process from
initial thought to its final validation, returning students’ results, and evaluating the “success” of
the assessment with the intention of improving process on each occasion. Teachers do not
engage with each stage of this process in isolation; each stage and substage of the Model forms
a relationship with what came before and what comes after. These stages thus operate
interdependently, and these “mini-relationships” operate against the background of the larger
relationship that teachers have with requirements imposed by examining authorities (e.g.,
NESA) in this relationship—in this case, standards-referencing.
As such, after exploring current understandings of standards-referencing assessment
processes and principles through theory, research, and policy documents, these processes were
organised and integrated into the Model’s stages and substages, articulated in a way that was
intended to “converse” in a meaningful and practical way with teachers. In this way,
disparate theories, principles, and policies/guidance were evaluated for their practical and
effective application and for means of their integration with other relevant principles/processes.
Through its creation and application, the Model seeks to identify a means to improve the
validity of internal school-based assessments. Specifically, threats to the validity of a standardsreferencing system are explicitly addressed in the Model with examples of how teachers can
address them such as how to deconstruct learning outcomes and the questions they lead to. The
Model thus seeks to improve the alignment between current practice and standards-referencing
requirements by making teachers aware of the existence of these threats and providing practical
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processes and strategies to address them. The next two research questions address these latter
issues of threats to the validity of standards-referencing systems and results due to
misalignments between current practice and system requirements.

6.3 Applying the Theoretical Assessment Process Model
This program of PhD research led to the creation of the Model with six stages (each with
various substages) that identify how assessment design, administration, and marking practices
can be aligned to the current standards-referencing system. This was created to enable teachers,
examiners, and curriculum authorities to recognise and address the threats to validity in such a
process, as demonstrated in this research by its application to creating internal school-based
HSC assessment tasks, as an exemplar. Several threats to the validity of students’ results were
identified in this research including (1) misalignment when preparing to develop the assessment,
(2) misalignment when planning the test blueprint, and (3) task validity via question
development and the development and use of marking rubrics.

6.3.1 Misalignment When Preparing to Develop the Assessment
The Model requires teachers to determine the purpose (formative, summative, or both) of
an assessment. Teachers need to be mindful of the purpose(s) as they proceed in the later
substages of the Model, in particular if the purpose of an assessment has been predetermined
and is beyond the teacher’s control—that is, because teachers are required to operationalise
assessment policy requirements rather than formulate policies. When assessments are used for
formative and summative purposes in high-stakes external examination systems, it creates
conflict for teachers as to the function and purpose of the assessment because reporting
requirements for the purposes of certification of summative assessments may be prioritised
(Brevik et al., 2017; Harlen, 2005; J. W. Looney, 2011; A. Looney et al., 2018; Yates &
Johnston, 2018).
In such cases, teachers’ desire to just focus on the summative nature of assessment (as it
pertains to the external examination) impacts the interconnectedness of the different
components of assessment in standards-referencing systems. In contrast, the Model dictates that
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teachers take a holistic view of assessment and use the performance standards to map out what
students need to be able to demonstrate what they know and can do. They then design an
assessment plan (comprising both summative and formative assessments) that will provide
evidence for an image that locates each student on a continuum of performance. The qualitative
and quantitative results of this research imply that this holistic view does not underpin current
assessment practice. Rather, the main impetus and guide for current assessment practice is the
examination. The purpose of the assessment is generally misaligned to standards-referencing
system requirements.
While the quantitative results indicated that NSW teachers placed high levels of
importance on informing students of the purpose of an assessment, and did so consistently,
interview data revealed that the purpose of internal school-based HSC assessment tasks was
typically seen as preparing students for the HSC examination; this summative use took
precedence because teachers privileged supporting students to achieve high marks for their HSC
credential to improve their rank and ATAR. This suggests that the focus of learning was to
achieve a high mark, which manifested in a series of practice assessments to prepare students
for the external examination. By extension, this implies that once students have learned what
they need to do well in the examination, in relation to a unit of work, learning “stops” and
moves onto the next aspect of the course (Ormond, 2019).
Sampling beyond the HSC examination still involves a focus on the summative utility of
that data (to supplement the HSC examination and give a better summative picture of students’
knowledge). However, the focus on a particular high-stakes outcome (school-exit and tertiaryentry scores) leads to teachers focusing on the summative nature of assessments with a reduced
sampling of the syllabus by modelling internal school-based assessment tasks on high-stakes
external examinations. When teachers engage in such assessment practices, it reduces the
sampling of the learning outcomes of the syllabus because similar cognitive traits, content and
methods of assessment are being assessed in both instances. As found in this study, such
assessment practices can yield generic examination questions that reflect the wording of the
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performance band descriptors; this can encourage students to preprepare responses to just
sufficiently address the question (Barrance, 2019; Ormond, 2019). These preprepared responses
circumvent what the assessment is aiming to assess—such as the ability to, in situ, assemble
prior learnings in a clear and concise manner. The predictability of external high-stakes
examination questions similarly enables students to rote-learn responses (especially if they
received a high mark for their internal school-based assessment task), which means students can
achieve strong results without providing evidence of higher order thinking skills that
characterise the highest performance band descriptors. This is problematic because students may
memorise an essay that does not address the subtle nuances of the question or prompt in the
examination and are not reflective of higher order thinking skills (Barrance, 2019). It therefore
becomes questionable whether students are really achieving at the highest performance band as
their response may not be reflective of their actual cognitive skills under high-stakes external
examination conditions. In standards-referencing, students need to be able to demonstrate how
they can apply what they have learnt in the classroom to the questions and prompts in an
external examination.
Indeed, such practices were common among the NSW teachers who participated in this
research. That is, quantitative data showed that teachers regularly (and in contrast to
requirements of the Model) developed internal school-based HSC assessment tasks that
mirrored those used in past HSC examinations. Interviewed teachers elaborated this, suggesting
that the skills and knowledge contained in the HSC examination was of greater significance
than the learning outcomes because high-stakes external examinations become the de facto
curricula. The modelling of past HSC examinations was also apparent in the internal schoolbased HSC assessment tasks collected from interviewees. Assessment questions were often
(and, based on qualitative responses, deliberately) broad to replicate generic HSC examination
questions. Teachers expressed a belief that students continue to want HSC examination
preparation in this manner (Barrance, 2019).
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In contrast to this student preference and teachers’ routine capitulation, in standardsreferencing systems teachers must be able to assess students in different ways, thereby reflecting
and assessing different learning outcomes. Doing so enables students to demonstrate what they
know and can do in supplementary and complementary ways, beyond traditional examination
methods, which is essential given that different components of the syllabus require different
assessment techniques (thereby increasing the accuracy and stability of these indices of student
learning, and thus the validity of students’ results). The NSW curriculum authority (BOSTES,
2018) recognised this threat to validity, noting that in such cases the final mark does not reflect
as broad a range of learning outcomes as required.
In contrast, the Model makes it explicit that it is critical that the school assessment
component should complement (not replicate) examinations by assessing those learning
outcomes that are best assessed using different formats. At the same time, the Model accounts
for the fact that the purpose of an assessment may be predetermined; however, even in these
cases there needs to be a de-emphasis on the importance of achieving a high mark in the
external examination as the only means of success and a re-emphasis on continual improvement
in learning, as indicated in the learning outcomes and performance band descriptors. In this
way, teachers can take a more holistic view of assessment.

6.3.2 Misalignment When Planning the Test Blueprint
One area of misalignment between theory and practice that emerged from the current
study was the teachers’ lack of understanding of syllabus documents when they plan the test
blueprint. This is not a new phenomenon within standards-referencing systems (Lowe &
Sutherland, 2014; Mittell & Penny, 1997). When teachers misunderstand the intent of the
syllabus and then incorrectly implement syllabus documents, assessment practices may not
capture a correct image of students. One of the most important steps for teachers’ school-based
assessments in standards-referencing systems is to ensure the assessments align to the learning
outcomes being assessed. Learning outcomes are at the core of standards-referencing systems. If
teachers do not understand the function and utility of learning outcomes, it becomes easier to
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yield to the influence of other external influences to teachers’ assessment practices. This might
include writing assessment questions and marking rubrics that do not assess the cognitive skills
required by the learning outcome. This could result in teaching and learning decisions being
made that do not assist the student to make progress in a course.
Learning outcomes underpin assessments in standards-referencing because they indicate
the skills and knowledge students are required to learn. Reporting of students’ achievement
must be aligned to the performance standards from which learning outcomes are derived to
provide information about what students know and can do. Prior referencing systems did not
have this focus on predetermined descriptions of performance that characterise standardsreferencing systems with its focus on learning outcomes. Additionally, learning outcomes are
further exemplified by outcome elaborations that provide teachers with the types of activities
and actions that need to be assessed in building evidence as to how well the learning outcomes
are being achieved. To ensure genuine alignment between the assessment and learning outcome,
teachers operating in standards-referencing frameworks must consider the outcome elaborations
(although not every outcome elaboration will be assessed) when building the assessments; these
will be used to provide evidence as to the extent to which students have achieved the learning
outcomes. If this does not occur, there may be a superficial alignment between the assessment
and the learning outcome because they might be assessing students on something other than the
intended knowledge or skill, and have difficulty situating a student on a stable and consistent
continuum of learning and consequently provide misleading feedback to a student and the
teacher on how to improve learning. Previous research indicates that there is frequent
misalignment between the learning outcomes being assessed in the assessment, the work a
student has produced, and the achievement descriptors in a marking rubric in current practice (J.
W. Looney, 2011; Pollitt et al., 2008; van Der Kleij et al., 2018). The current results also
indicate this practice as prevalent.
Application of the Model would help reduce this threat to validity. First, when teachers
engage in a process of careful consideration of the cognitive complexities inherent in each
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learning outcome, through reference to the outcome elaborations, it makes explicit the myriad of
knowledge and skills (and their inter-relationships) that students may be required to
demonstrate. Second, in considering the learning outcomes and their elaborations, teachers may
realise that the knowledge and cognitive skills required by the assessment cannot demonstrate
achievement of the learning outcome(s), stimulating realignment between learning outcomes,
assessment questions, and the cognitive skills they require. Finally, by engaging in this process,
teachers can describe varying levels of performance associated with the learning outcomes and
outcome elaborations—along a stable and consistent continuum of learning—to potentiate a
shared consensus of students’ performance. That is, through carefully considering,
disseminating, and discussing the outcomes prior to creating the questions, teachers must
clearly articulate to themselves, colleagues, and students (and their parents) exactly what they
want students to demonstrate and consequently how they want students to demonstrate this. This
provides guidance about the intended learning, what to teach, and what students should be able
to demonstrate as a consequence. This does require teachers to have a level of proficiency in
identifying a developmental continuum of skill and knowledge, without which teachers would
have difficulty conveying (and supporting students in) how to progress along this continuum.
The quantitative data indicated that learning outcomes did play a vital role in most
teachers’ beliefs and corresponding practices, with reference to outcome elaborations and
performance-level descriptions, although qualitative data contradicted this trend. When
interviewed, a small sample of teachers did not refer to (or display evidence of, when observed
or through provided assessments) using outcome elaborations. For interviewed teachers, the
reality of identifying skills and knowledge through the learning outcomes (i.e., via outcome
elaborations) was not evident, especially when there was ambivalence to the significance of
learning outcomes. Rather, there was a belief among interviewed teachers that the learning
outcomes were already implicit in criteria of a marking rubric and, through this, the internalised
understanding of different performance band descriptors gained through HSC marking
experience. In these cases, a marking rubric is unlikely to reflect a common continuum of
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knowledge and skills, thereby threatening an ability for integration of results with assessments
that derive from a different continuum of learning. As a consequence, there is uncertainty about
whether this internalised understanding aligns to the learning outcome, and this resultant lack of
transparency can result in a lack of confidence in the system (Tognolini, 2006). For instance,
there are concerns that some students might be dis/advantaged on the basis of differential
assessment practices and standards across teachers, with implications for students’ opportunities
and outcomes.

6.3.3 Task Validity
Ensuring the integrity of a standards-referencing system requires not only consideration
of learning outcomes and specification of developmental continua of learning, but also careful
creation of assessments that adequately tap into the knowledge and skills required to situate
students along these continua.
6.3.3.1 Question Development
A significant component of any assessment is the question or prompt that requires a
response from students to demonstrate the cognitive demands that are being measured in an
assessment. While verbs (associated with Bloom’s taxonomy) are commonly taken as the
indicator of cognitive depth of a question, this is in itself an issue of validity because the
cognitive levels described are not always reflective of the questions or prompts (Pollitt et al.,
2008). It is not the verb in the prompt that gives the indicator of cognitive depth, it is the
response that the students provide in the response that indicates the depth. Consequently, while
teachers may perceive that the “verb” in an assessment question is important, the extent to
which teachers write assessment questions that adequately permit students to demonstrate
achievement across performance bands and their verb descriptors has been questioned (Ahmed
& Pollitt, 2011; MacMillan, 2001; Pollitt et al., 2008).
For standards-referencing systems, it is vital to align the assessment question(s) with the
levels of cognition in the performance standards and write assessment questions to illicit
evidence that students have met these standards. Students must be given some questions that
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access the higher achievement levels to demonstrate their ability. This is problematic because
even in high-stakes external examinations, such as the HSC, there are few questions accessing
the higher levels of thinking required of the highest performance band descriptor; this is
increasingly problematic when teachers use these examination items as a guide on question
development for their internal school-based assessment tasks. Previous research finds this to be
a prevalent problem, where teachers (and examiners) construct assessment questions that do not
actually assess the intended higher order thinking skills (Barrance, 2019; J. W. Looney, 2011;
Ormond, 2019). This research finds the same; quantitative data indicated teachers are doing this,
but qualitative data suggests that this may be a misperception. Although teachers had the best of
intentions and were genuinely attempting to construct sound assessment questions, the ability of
assessments to capture the diversity of achievement across performance bands was lacking. This
is particularly problematic when the higher levels of performance are characterised by higher
order thinking; in such cases, and exemplified in some of the assessments collected for this
study, it may appear that students have failed to achieve at the highest levels (but instead were
not given sufficient opportunity to demonstrate this achievement). The questions and prompts in
the internal school-based HSC assessment tasks collected (see Appendix 7) consist of vague
questions and/or prompts. While this broadness enables students to engage at any level, the
questions themselves do not make it explicit that they require a response at the highest level of
cognition. Consequently, it is up to the student to demonstrate their higher order thinking skills
and their ability, regardless of how vague the question is in its direction, to “dump” all they
know about the topic identified in the question. Previous research indicates teachers may be ill
equipped to assess the different cognitive skills being measured in an assessment (Ahmed &
Pollitt, 2011; McMillan, 2001), and this research makes recommendations in this area below.
6.3.3.2 Development and Use of Marking Rubrics
Once assessment questions are created that permit students to demonstrate their learning
across the full range of performance, well-articulated marking rubrics are then required to
ensure gradations of descriptions—to indicate what the student knows and can do in response to
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an assessment question—that are then each associated with marks as a form of measuring this
achievement. Standards-referencing systems require teachers to reach a shared consensus about
the quality of student performance in an assessment that indicates achievement of each
performance band, prior to the commencement of marking (van Daal et al., 2019). As such,
marking rubrics (both holistic and analytic) are a critical component of the assessment process
because they are the scaffolds for teachers’ professional judgements (including moderation) and
thereby influence the feedback provided to students and how the data gained from the
assessment are used in the teaching and learning process. The development and use of marking
rubrics thus requires markers agreeing on the skills and knowledge they value and influenced by
the performance standards, what will take precedence in marking (which teachers reach a
consensus on), and how they expect skills and knowledge to interact. What constitutes a “good”
response may be interpreted differently among the markers (van Daal et al., 2019; Sadler, 2014),
prior to this moderation process highlighting the importance of this step and is influenced by an
awareness of what is valued and awarded higher marks in external examinations (Ormond,
2019). Ideally, in standards-referencing systems, teachers then make a judgement about the
quality of a student’s response by aligning it to the descriptions in a marking rubric, which
indicates a student’s level of achievement. Teachers should not be influenced by anything else
during this alignment process other than the quality of the student’s response and the
descriptions in the marking rubric.
Quantitative results indicated disconnected beliefs and practices among teachers in
relation to marking against rubrics. Almost all teachers considered it important to create
marking rubrics that clearly indicate what is being assessed and to clearly distinguish gradations
in the quality of performance. A lesser proportion of respondents indicated the importance of
not adjusting the marking rubric after examining students’ responses, consistent with the Model.
However, a larger percentage reported altering the marking rubric on the basis of student
responses, illustrating either a “shift” in teachers’ acceptance of what is taken to certify student
achievement at a given level and/or a need to readjust the marking rubric, perhaps due to
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misalignment between the question, learning outcome, and the rubric. This may also be
reflective of the lack of sufficient reviewing the assessment and moderation practices that
emerged from the qualitative investigation, which may have precluded the need for these shifts.
In either case, if teachers do not discuss what constitutes a good response and gradations of
quality, students become uncertain about the extent of skills they need to demonstrate to do well
because that information has not been communicated to them by teachers. Qualitative data
indicated there was a tendency to align the marking rubrics from internal school-based
assessment tasks with the marking rubrics used in external examinations. These tended to be
more generic and not as well aligned with the individual learning outcomes assessed in the
internal school-based assessment task. Moderation practices, which varied from an ad hoc
approach to more formalised processes between schools, become an exercise in interpreting
“key words” that reflect internalised understandings of the performance standards and have to
be interpreted and reinterpreted during the pilot-marking process. As a further consequence, the
vagueness of language used in these rubrics (which appeared to be influenced by external
assessment practices) can be detrimental to student learning and progress as they are not clear
on what exactly is required for performance at each level (and thus how to progress to higher
levels of the learning continuum). If teachers do not discuss their understanding of how to apply
the marking rubric (designed to reflect the nominated learning outcomes) to a range of sample
scripts through a process of moderation and pilot marking, there can be variability (and even
change) in interpretations of what level of performance is required to achieve a particular grade
(Sadler, 1987, 2014). This is a threat to validity because students’ abilities as reflected in their
results may be over or underestimated in their true learning and achievement.
Another practice that emerged from the quantitative survey, and inconsistent with the
Model, was assigning marks by averaging for students who demonstrate achievement across
performance levels. Interviewed teachers also commented on the mark range they used to rank
order students. Previous research indicates that teachers often use this amalgamation of norm-,
criterion-, and standards-referencing principles to judge the quality of students’ work (Cumming
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& Maxwell, 2004; Masters, 2002). However, when teachers create rubrics that cause them not to
assign marks at the lower or upper bounds of performance (as expressed by some teachers in the
current study), it affects the spread of results and artificially creates a smaller cognitive “gap”
between student performances. Indeed, there is still a tendency for teachers to mark to a normal
curve (consistent with a norm-referencing approach) rather than see the mark as a code to
indicate the amount of knowledge, skill, and understanding the students have in relation to the
learning outcomes (as required by a standards-referencing approach).
Marking practices are influenced by inflated perceptions of (in)experience, with those
having external marking experience often expressing a perception that their practice is infallible,
and the practices of those without this experience are flawed. This then exacerbates and ingrains
practices that may be misaligned to the current standards-referencing system as experienced
teachers perpetuate the practices of external assessments, and inexperienced teachers look to
this for guidance. This appeared to be the case in the current study, where teachers who had
little to no experience in marking the external examination were perceived by their colleagues as
less likely to be able to mark “appropriately”, as they saw themselves as doing. Yet, in contrast
to this perception of aligned practice, experienced teachers tended to mark the assessment as if it
were an external examination question and thereby missed and/or ignored steps that are critical,
as outlined in the Model. This highlights that while assessment and marking experience can be
useful to promote specific practices and procedures, it is vital that this training covers the
breadth of system requirements so that teachers are not dependent on using marking experience
from external examinations to create their internal school-based assessment tasks. Given this
lack of guidance in a NSW context, and the consistent external marking experiences of
participants in the current study, this reliance was evident in the marking rubrics collected for
this study. The staff consistently replicated the style of marking rubrics used in the external
HSC examinations, and these were only loosely aligned with the requirements of the internal
school-based assessment tasks. However, in relying largely on this training and experience,
teachers may not have been exposed to a marking rubric that actually describes performance
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differently; in other words, teachers may have only been familiar with the status quo of current
marking rubrics produced by curriculum authorities (such as NESA), which captures a limited
range of content knowledge, skill, and performance in different mediums.

6.4 Recommendations to Further Develop Teachers’ Assessment Literacy and
Increase Alignment With Standards-Referencing System Requirements
In this research, external examination marking experience served as a de facto form of
professional development yet illustrated a need for professional development on assessment
literacy more broadly and in specific relation to standards-referencing (Tognolini & Stanley,
2007; van Der Kleij et al., 2018). A lack of teacher assessment literacy is not a new
phenomenon but has been a persistent issue for decades (Cowie & Cooper; 2017; DorrBremme, 1983; Goss et al., 2015; Gullickson, 1985; Lam, 2019; Mayo, 1970; O'Sullivan &
Chalnick, 1991; Popham, 2009; Roeder, 1972; Schafer & Lissitz, 1987; Stiggins, 2002; Wise et
al., 1991). Teacher training courses have not, for many decades, adequately prepared teachers
with skills required for effective and system-aligned assessment (Brevik et al., 2017; Cizek,
2000). Recent work on preservice teacher education programs aims to rectify this, by integrating
university coursework on assessment with practical applications in the classroom and
measurement literacy (Cowie & Cooper; 2017; Hill et al., 2017; Schneider & Bodensohn, 2017;
Wyatt-Smith et al., 2017). However, this research highlights that there is still need for
professional development aimed at improving in-service teachers’ assessment literacy, and on
standards-referencing, to enact assessment cultural change away from assisting students to do
“well” as both the means and the end. This includes influencing attitudes and practices even
among “experienced” teachers. Without this, even if initial teacher education improves
assessment literacy skills among novice teachers, these skills may be disregarded and/or
devalued in the workplace when less-experienced teachers must contend with teachers
considered more experienced, capable, and knowledgeable—especially if those same teachers
have a history of their students achieving strong results. Instead, all teachers need to understand
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the relationship of assessment to the teaching and learning process to ensure accurate and
equitable function of the assessment system.
To achieve this, I contend that teachers should undergo professional development through
a dissemination and uptake of each of the different stages of the Model. At the same time, the
key to these individual stages making sense to teachers is how they operate as a relationship,
and thus the emphasis needs to be on alignment of the learning outcomes, assessment questions,
marking rubrics, and performance band descriptors with standards-referencing frameworks. As
such, the first focus of any professional development on standards-referencing systems—and
before discussing specific stages or processes—must include the principles of standardsreferencing. As research shows professional development is more effective when it is tailored to
current understandings and needs (Brevik et al., 2017; Cowie & Cooper, 2017; Livingston &
Hutchinson, 2017; Lysaght & O'Leary, 2017; Wyatt-Smith et al., 2017), the current study
represents a useful insight into current practice and beliefs (at least in an NSW context).
The first stage of professional development that disseminates the Model would examine
the features of different referencing systems and have teachers reflect on their knowledge and
experiences of those systems before progressing to exploring key assessment concepts such as
reliability and task validity. The second stage would focus on teachers (and curriculum
authorities) re-evaluating the purpose of assessments to encompass a more holistic view of the
function and role of internal school-based assessment tasks and how that supports the validity of
the external examination. As such, another recommendation is to ensure teachers have an
understanding of the threats to the validity of the assessment and students’ results that can
emanate from a narrowed purpose of assessments. It is imperative that teachers understand how
their assessments must be used to extend the sampling of the syllabus to enable students to
demonstrate their cognitive skills in a variety of ways.
The next stage of professional development that implements the Model needs to focus on
understanding how learning outcomes operate as a developmental continuum reflecting a
cognitive taxonomy, which is also evident in the performance band descriptors. Teachers need
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to be given time and guidance on how the syllabus functions and what this means for
assessment. Teachers need to engage in a conceptual process to explore the learning outcomes
and carefully consider what is demanded by the outcome elaborations as indicated, for example,
in Appendix 1. By engaging in this process, teachers can articulate what students have to know
and do and indicate the different gradations of quality for students to meet the learning outcome,
ensuring alignment between the learning outcome and the assessment. This process enables
teachers to understand the role of the learning outcomes within standards-referencing and shift
the focus from the de facto curriculum of external examinations to the syllabus learning
outcomes.
An important stage of implementing the Model via professional development requires
training teachers to recognise and understand how to write assessment questions that assess the
intended cognitive trait at the appropriate cognitive level as required by the learning outcome
and not on external examinations. Furthermore, teachers need to refocus their understanding of
question development from focusing on using “verbs” to understanding that it is the response of
students that demonstrates the cognitive depth of a question. Moreover, teachers must learn to
write the marking rubric as they simultaneously engage in the process of question development.
Previous research has found that one method to increase the validity of assessments is for
teachers to be trained in writing marking rubrics that will assist teachers to produce valid
information about what students know and can do (Grainger & Adie, 2014; Humphry &
Heldsinger, 2014; Pollitt et al., 2008; Sadler, 2014). As such, this research also finds that
teachers need to ensure they write marking rubrics that are aligned with the cognitive skills
required in the learning outcomes and question. Marking rubrics need to clearly differentiate
gradations in the quality of student performance in plain English that is meaningful and relevant
to students. This enables students to use them to identify where their current skills are and
understand exactly what they must do to make further progress along the developmental
continuum. Another recommendation as part of this process is for teachers to understand how to
reach a common understanding of the marking rubric (and assessment question) and how it will
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be applied. This occurs during teacher judgement and moderation practices—where teachers
consider the qualities of responses to individual assessments, without reference to external
examinations—and discuss what makes a good response and why, and why one may be better
than another, using pairwise comparison techniques. Teachers should produce exemplars to help
differentiate levels of performance and obtain consistency of judgement. This means that
teachers do not just rely on the words in the performance standards during pilot marking and
moderation processes before applying the marking rubric to students’ responses. Furthermore,
teachers need to maintain this consistency in marking by reviewing the expectations they had of
students’ performance. Another aspect of this professional development is for teachers to
consider what they can infer about students from the data they have collected and what they will
do next with it. Only by beginning in this manner can curriculum authorities endeavour to
realign experienced teachers’ assessment practices that may be heavily influenced by highstakes external examinations.
It is proposed here that the Model could adjust misaligned teachers’ assessment practices.
Curriculum authorities should re-evaluate the extent of their practical support provided to
teachers and aim to use the Model for professional development of teachers’ assessment literacy
within standards-referencing systems.

6.5 Limitations of Study and Potential Areas of Future Research
This study provides important preliminary insights into teachers’ current assessment
understandings and practices in the context of standards-referencing, although these should be
considered in relation to the study’s limitations. One of the limitations of this research is that the
Model represents a process. The underlying assumption of this process is that teachers have the
requisite skills to carry out the stages of the process e.g., describing varying levels of
performance associated with learning outcomes. There is a need to carry out further research to
ascertain the extent to which teachers can effectively implement the model. This suggests a
potential direction for future research, exploring the extent to which teachers can understand and
differentiate Higher Order Thinking Skills – both in assessments they create and in students’
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responses. Further, an exploration of the impact of curriculum authorities providing sample
assessments and marking rubrics on these abilities is also a worthwhile area for future research.
A second limitation was that teachers appeared to have felt ‘threatened’ by having their
assessment practices examined. This was implied not only by those declining to participate in
the study, but also by those participants who declined being observed whilst creating
assessments. This factor had an impact in the relatively low response rates to the survey. This
highlights significant barriers to research in this area, but also important areas that require
further investigation. Firstly, research should examine how teachers use the evidence from
students’ assessments to monitor students’ growth and improve students’ performance, and how
teachers write subsequent assessments to continue to track student progress. Additionally,
research should consider how student results are reported to parents, students and staff, and how
that information is utilised. Lastly, research should examine the extent to which students
understand assessment notifications and tasks, and this should be triangulated with teachers’
perceptions of what students understand.
A third limitation is that there is an inconsistency in the study regarding how the teachers
rated application of the different stages of the model in their practice and their practices
observed during the qualitative phase of the project. There should be further research work
carried out to investigate the alignment between what the teachers say they do and what they
actually do.
Another limitation is the constrained sample size and the geographic (e.g., NSW) and
systemic (e.g., public school) similarity across participants. Consequently, the results of the
study in relation to current practice have unclear generalisability to other standards-referencing
contexts unless further research is conducted and on a larger scale. However, even these
geographically constrained insights have utility as a basis and content for in-service professional
development on assessment. Further, given the process for creation of the Model, it is expected
that this should be similarly applicable across diverse standards-referencing contexts to inform
best practice and procedures.
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Another limitation is the inability to interview participants of the online survey after
completion to further probe their responses. As such, the source of discrepancies between the
quantitative survey responses and qualitative data is unclear and may have arisen from different
practices between the two samples (i.e., the survey respondents did not necessarily have the
same HSC marking experience as the qualitative participants) and/or misconceptions of their
practice (e.g., even qualitative participants may have indicated the importance of
communicating the purpose of the assessment, while further study of the survey respondents
may have similarly revealed that the purpose communicated was to support students’ HSC exam
performance). Further research should explore this potential disconnect between perceptions,
practice, and system requirements, within and between diverse samples.
This study only focused on the HSC English Advanced course as an exemplar subject,
although the Model is applicable to all courses that operate in a standards-referencing system.
Further research should explore the Model in relation to other courses and across other
jurisdictions to identify whether practices differ by subject, system, and region. The same
applies to the use of the internal school-based assessment tasks. While this was used as an
example for this thesis, the Model applies to all extended, constructed response and
performance assessment tasks at all years of schooling.
While there is some research on how much and how often students need to demonstrate
particular forms of knowledge and skills to achieve the achievement descriptors in a marking
rubric, and hence demonstrate their achievement of learning outcomes (Ormond, 2019; Sadler,
2014; van Daal et al., 2019; Wyatt-Smith et al., 2020), there is a dearth of research specifically
related to learning outcomes and how teachers should and do use the learning outcomes and
outcome elaborations within standards-referencing systems. One way forward is to conduct
further research on how teachers interpret, use, and advance their understandings of standardsreferencing assessment through use of the Model. Although the Model is intended as a practical
resource, it does not automatically mean that teachers use and learn from it. The Model may
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require revision, input from teachers, support from professional development, and so on. This is
unknown unless implementation is evaluated.

6.6 Major Contributions of Thesis
This study contributes to the literature through its creation of the Model as a practical
blueprint for teachers to engage in well-aligned assessment practices within standardsreferencing systems. The Model not only suggests best practices for each stage and substage but
combines these distinct assessment practices into a functional relationship to formulate a
complete assessment process for teachers. Furthermore, the Model’s overarching framework—if
implemented—could serve to reduce current threats to the validity of students’ results, which
arise when teachers create assessments, by exploring how teachers should and do create internal
school-based assessment tasks using the NSW HSC as an example with particular problematic
practices including misunderstanding syllabus documents, the importance of learning outcomes
and reduced sampling of the syllabus, leveraging high-stakes external examination marking
experience on internal school-based assessments, and misalignment between the cognitive
demands of the learning outcomes, assessment question, marking rubrics, and performance
standards. The Model serves at the intersection of theory and practice. Its uniqueness is its
ability to articulate the steps teachers should take as they operate within standards-referencing
systems and how this should occur, which are derived from discrete and abstract (rather than
applied) assessment theories and research. Another contribution of this research is the
recommendations made to further develop teachers’ assessment literacy and increase alignment
with standards-referencing system requirements. The insights on teachers’ current knowledge
and problematic practices could be used to stimulate a cultural change in how teachers create
and use assessments to instead engage in better-aligned practices that the public can have
confidence in. Finally, in fostering a process and system that enables capture of the true image
of students, there can be greater accuracy and confidence in students’ results and the
actions/outcomes that may arise therefrom.
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Appendix 1.
Tables of Teacher Considerations for Learning Outcome Elaborations
Learning Outcome EA122 Outcome Elaborations
examine the ways
composers (authors,
poets, playwrights,
directors, designers and
so on) innovate with
textual conventions
through the combination
of different modes,
media and technologies

critically analyse how
different textual forms,
technologies and media
of production reflect
personal, social,
historical and cultural
contexts

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

What do we mean by “innovate”?

-

“Convention” is defined in the NESA English Advanced Glossary
as “an accepted language practice that has developed over time
and is generally used and understood, for example use of
punctuation” but textual conventions are not so what “textual
conventions” exactly do we want students to “explore” in
relation to the text or texts studied? How many textual
conventions? Are some textual conventions given more weight
and prominence in the discussion? Does this impact the ability
to reach a sophisticated level of discussion?

-

Do students have to “explore” the one text studied in class?
Multiple texts studied in class? Or one text studied in class and
make connections with a related text of the students’ own
choosing?

-

Exactly how many modes (speaking, listening, reading, writing,
viewing, representing), media and technologies must be
“explored”? Are some modes, media and technologies given
more weight and prominence in the discussion? Does this
impact the ability to reach a sophisticated level of discussion?

-

“Textual form” is defined in the NESA English Advanced Glossary
as “the conventions specific to a particular type of text, often
signalling content, purpose and audience, for example letter
form, drama script, blog.” How then do content, purpose and
audience relate? Can one area be analysed more in depth than
others? Or must they be analysed equally with a similar level of
depth?

-

Does the student have to address one of each of the textual
forms, technologies and media? Or are they expected to address
at least two of each? Since “media” is defined in the NESA
English Advanced Glossary as “means of communication, for
example print, digital. Plural of medium,” can media and
technologies be subsumed by “textual forms” since this can
include various modes?

-

To what extent do teachers want students the personal, social,
historical and cultural contexts? The contexts of what exactly?
When the text was originally produced and created? The
student’s context? Something in between? Does the student
need to analyse the personal, social, historical and cultural in
equal depth? Can they be analysed in an interdependent
manner?

-

What do teachers mean by “critically analyse”? “Critical” is
defined in the NESA English Advanced Glossary as “Exploration
of the quality of argument, content, analysis, information or
persuasion in oral, visual or written text, to assess the way in
which themes, issues or ideas are presented for the audience
and purposes intended.”
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Learning Outcome EA122 Outcome Elaborations
analyse and evaluate the
effects of combining
linguistic, multimedia,
interactive and
navigational conventions
in texts

critically evaluate how
reliability in texts may be
established through
different media and
technologies

compose complex and
sophisticated texts in
different modes, media
and forms

independently use and
assess the processes of
drafting, reflecting,
editing, refining, revising
and presenting for a
range of audiences and
purposes

evaluate the effects of
using different textual
conventions, modes and
media in sophisticated,
challenging texts

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

What effects are teachers looking for?

-

To what extent do students need to “analyse and evaluate” each
of linguistic, multimedia, interactive and navigational
conventions? Is the depth of analysis and evaluation dependent
on the texts? Can some of these be discussed more in depth
than others depending on the texts?

-

How many texts do students need to “analyse and evaluate”?
Must these be from texts studied in class? Or related texts of
the students’ own choosing? A combination of both? Or unseen
texts?

-

What sort of conclusions do teachers want their students to
reach regarding “reliability”? Does “reliability” relate to the
credibility of the composer (ethos)? The logic of the argument
(logos)? The objectivity of the information presented?

-

To what extent do they want students to “critically evaluate”?

-

How many different media and technologies do teachers want
students to “critically evaluate”? Do some media and
technologies enable students to have a more sophisticated
critical evaluation and if so, how will teachers handle this?

-

What do teachers mean by “complex and sophisticated”? Does
this relate to being philosophical since texts of literary worth
deal with universal themes? Does it relate to the language and
literary (or visual/film) techniques used? Is it a combination? If it
is a combination, then does one carry greater weight than the
other or should they be treated equally?

-

How many different modes, media and forms is enough?

-

How will teachers monitor a student’s ability to “independently
use and assess”?

-

What exactly are teachers looking for during a student’s process
of drafting, reflecting, editing, refining, revising and presenting?
Do they want to see a series of drafts? How many drafts? Are
students to obtain feedback and if so, what are students to do
with it? Do they want to see a student’s annotations within
those drafts? How in-depth do those annotations need to be?

-

How many different audiences and purposes?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “evaluate”? The
NESA glossary defines “evaluate” as to “make a judgement
based on criteria; determine the value of.” Therefore, do
teachers want students to make an evaluation (judgement) that
is positive, negative or both? How will students consider the
extent to which something is of “value”? And how will this
“value” be determined?

-

How many “different textual conventions, modes and media”
should be evaluated? What makes something “different”? Do
they need to be evaluated equally? Or can one be evaluated in
greater depth than the others? Can any of them be combined?
How will this impact the potential quality of the evaluation?
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Learning Outcome EA122 Outcome Elaborations

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

How will teachers determine what are “sophisticated,
challenging texts”?
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Learning Outcome EA123 Outcome Elaborations
engage with complex
texts through their
specific language forms,
features and structures
to understand particular
representations of
human experience and
appreciate the power of
language to shape
meaning

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

What do teachers mean by “engage”?

-

How do teachers define “complex texts”? Is it to do with ideas?
Language? Both? Does one take precedence over the other?
Should they be treated equally?

-

In Year 12 “complex texts” are determined through NESA and
the HSC English prescriptions document 13. Teachers and
students can select and determine their own “complex” texts for
related texts (if required).

-

“Forms, features and structures” and the “power of language”
are dependent on the text and medium so teachers have to be
clear in what they are looking for.

-

“Representations” relates to the theory of representation
therefore teachers need to determine the extent to which
students can demonstrate an understanding of particular
representations. This also relates to the description of the
common module (the first module set for study by NESA for all
HSC English courses in the HSC English Prescriptions). How
exactly teachers want students to demonstrate this is
determined by the parameters of the assessment task.

-

The notion of “human experiences” also refers to the
description of the common module as determined by NESA.
Teachers need to consider what “human experiences” they
expect students to discuss in relation to the texts.

-

Teachers need to consider how “representations” of “human
experiences” connect and what they may expect students to
discuss.

-

Teachers need to consider what they mean by “shape meaning”.
Does it relate to critical theory as to how meaning is created?
Does it link to representation and the critical theory of signs? Is
it the individual and collective interpretation of signs to
communicate our human experience and our representation of
the world?

13

The HSC English Prescriptions outlines the available texts for study for each English course across
Year 12 for each of the different modules students have to study within their English course.
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Learning Outcome EA123 Outcome Elaborations
explore and evaluate
how mode, medium and
form shape and inform
responses to texts

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

The word “explore” is not in the NESA glossary, so teachers need
to determine what this means exactly. Is it an explanation?
Analysis?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “evaluate”? The
NESA glossary defines “evaluate” as to “make a judgement
based on criteria; determine the value of.” Therefore, do
teachers want students to make an evaluation (judgement) that
is positive, negative or both? How will students consider the
extent to which something is of “value”? And how will this
“value” be determined?

-

The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines “mode”
as “the various processes of communication: listening, speaking,
reading, writing, viewing and representing. Modes are also used
to refer to the semiotic (meaning making) resources associated
with these communicative processes, for example sound, print,
image and gesture (see language modes).” The English
Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines “language modes”
as “listening, speaking, reading, writing, viewing and
representing. These modes are often integrated and
interdependent activities used in responding to and composing
texts in order to shape meaning. It is important to realise that:
o

any combination of the modes may be involved in
responding to or composing print, sound, visual or
multimedia texts

o

the refinement of the skills in any one of the modes
develops skills in the others. Students need to build on
their skills in all language modes.”

-

The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines “texts”
as “communications of meaning produced in any media that
incorporates language, including sound, print, film, electronic
and multimedia representations. Texts include written, spoken,
non-verbal, visual or multimodal communications of meaning.
They may be extended unified works, a series of related pieces
or a single, simple piece of communication.”

-

Teachers need to work out what type of responses they want
their students to engage with. Whose responses? Critical
responses? Contrasting? Personal? All of these? Will these be
selected by the teacher or student?

-

To what extent do students need to “explore and evaluate”
mode, medium and form? Do students need to discuss in depth
many or all of the aspects in the NESA definitions of mode,
medium and form?
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Learning Outcome EA123 Outcome Elaborations

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider

critically select, use and
analyse language forms
and features in a variety
of personal, social and
cultural contexts and
reflect on how these
choices influence
responses

-

The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines “critical”
as “exploration of the quality of argument, content, analysis,
information or persuasion in oral, visual or written text, to
assess the way in which themes, issues or ideas are presented
for the audience and purposes intended.”

-

What language forms and features do students need to analyse?

-

How in depth does the connection between the reflection and
the different contexts need to be?

use appropriate and
effective form, content,
style and tone for
different purposes and
audiences and evaluate
their effectiveness in real
and imagined contexts

-

How will teachers determine what is “appropriate and
effective”?

-

How many “different purposes and audiences”?

-

How will teachers expect students to evaluate their own
effectiveness?

skilfully use language for
making connections,
questioning, affirming,
challenging and
speculating about texts
with clarity and control

-

How will teachers define a student’s ability to “skilfully use”?
How will this notion of skilful be conveyed to students so they
know what they must try and do?

-

How will teachers define a student’s ability to use language with
“clarity and control”? How will this notion of skilful be conveyed
to students so they know what they must try and do?

-

Is this content point most suited to critical writing, especially
essay writing?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to make connections,
question, affirm, challenge and speculate about texts? How do
teachers want this to occur? What sorts of things are teachers
looking for in relation to all of these with regards to the text
studied? Must they all be done equally in a student’s response?
Can they be combined? Is it more in relation to the ideas
presented in a text? Or is it also applicable to language? Or does
the student need to demonstrate how language is a reflection of
the ideas in the text?

-

How will teachers define a student’s ability to “skilfully use”?
How will this notion of skilful be conveyed to students so they
know what they must try and do?

-

What exactly are teachers looking for in a student’s expression
in critical and creative texts? Are teachers clearly articulating to
students their expectations for both types of texts? The English
Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines “critical” as
“exploration of the quality of argument, content, analysis,
information or persuasion in oral, visual or written text, to
assess the way in which themes, issues or ideas are presented
for the audience and purposes intended.” How does this relate
to teachers’ expectations?

-

How do teachers want students to refine arguments? Does this
mean receiving feedback and redrafting? Does it mean making
language more concise? Does it relate to the refining the
argument presented and therefore how the student has
interpreted the text?

skilfully use appropriate
language and
terminology of critical
and creative expression
in refining arguments,
interpreting texts and
crafting imaginative
compositions
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Learning Outcome EA123 Outcome Elaborations
make innovative and
imaginative use of
language features
including punctuation
and syntax for particular
effects

support critical
interpretations of texts
through sustained
argument and relevant
detailed textual analysis

analyse and evaluate the
effectiveness of language
patterns in their own and
others’ compositions, for
example grammatical
and figurative choice

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

What do teachers mean by “innovative and imaginative use of
language features”? Is it enough for students to identify these,
with teacher guidance, in other people’s writing and to aim to
emulate it in their own writing? Does the student have to
somehow experiment with their own writing to produce
something different from what they normally would? Is it a
combination of these?

-

Do students know enough about punctuation and syntax to
make innovative and imaginative use of language?

-

How often does the student need to demonstrate this?

-

For what types of text, modes and media should this occur?

-

Teachers need to work out their shared understanding of
“critical interpretations”. Does it refer to literary academic
articles? Or just different interpretations? How many
interpretations? Do students need to reference others’
interpretations, or do they need to use this as the basis to form
their own judgements?

-

What do teachers mean by “sustained argument”?

-

What do teachers mean by “relevant detailed textual analysis”?
Do students have to correctly identify literary/film/dramatic
devices in relevant quotes and explain their effect as well as
what it suggests/proves about the interpretation being made?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “analyse and
evaluate”?

-

How will students determine “the effectiveness of language
patterns in their own and others’ compositions”? How many of
the students’ own compositions? How many of others’
compositions? Do they all need to be critical? Or creative? Or a
mix of both? Should links be made between the students’ own
compositions and that of others? If so, how should this occur?

-

To what extent is this requiring students to be reflective when
considering their own “grammatical and figurative choice”? How
in-depth does this need to be? How do teachers want this to be
written or presented?
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Learning Outcome EA12- What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers Need
4 Outcome Elaborations
to Consider
use knowledge of
language concepts to
engage with unfamiliar
textual forms or complex
texts in unfamiliar
contexts

- The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines
“language concepts” as “an overarching term including language
forms and features, modes and pattern.” Therefore, for teachers
is this a student’s overall knowledge of language?
- How exactly do teachers expect students to “use” their
knowledge of language concepts? Do they want students to use
clues from the text to arrive at particular conclusions? Does this
relate to their comprehension skills e.g. inferential
comprehension skills?
- How will teachers define “engage”?
- How will teachers determine what is “unfamiliar” or “complex”
for students? Could this differ for each student?
- How will teachers determine “unfamiliar contexts”? How many
“unfamiliar contexts”? Will these differ for each student?

apply knowledge and
understanding from their
own context, and
appreciation of other
contexts, in responding
to challenging texts

- The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines
“context” as “the range of personal, social, historical, cultural
and workplace conditions in which a text is responded to and
composed.”
- What does “apply knowledge and understanding” mean for
teachers? How will this be conveyed to students?
- How do teachers want students to “apply knowledge and
understanding”?
- What does “appreciation of other contexts” mean for teachers?
- How will teachers determine what are “challenging texts” for
students? Could this differ for each student? How many texts?
Prescribed texts from the HSC English Prescriptions set for
study? Related texts of the students’ own choosing? Or both?
- What exactly do teachers want students to demonstrate in
relation to their own knowledge from their own context and
how this links to the contexts of texts? Do students need to
compare and contrast the different contexts? How so? Perhaps
in relation to the values, attitudes and language of the different
contexts?

evaluate how changing
context and values can
influence how texts are
composed and
interpreted

- To what extent do teachers want students to “evaluate”? The
NESA glossary defines “evaluate” as to “make a judgement
based on criteria; determine the value of.” Therefore, do
teachers want students to make an evaluation (judgement) that
is positive, negative or both?
- How many “values” do students need to evaluate? Do they need
to evaluate each one individually? Or can they be combined?
- To what extent do students need to make explicit the link
between changing contexts and values? Do they need to
consider the context and values of the composer? The students’
own context and values? All contexts and values in between in
their evaluation of how things have changed?
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Learning Outcome EA12- What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers Need
4 Outcome Elaborations
to Consider
explain the ways specific
language concepts, for
example imagery,
symbolism or sound,
shape meaning for
different audiences and
purposes

- The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines
“language concepts” as “an overarching term including language
forms and features, modes and pattern.” Must students focus
only on the examples given (e.g. “imagery, symbolism or
sound”? What other “language concepts” do teachers want
students to explain?

analyse how significant
language concepts, for
example motif, can guide
audiences to make
meaning of unfamiliar
texts

- To what extent do teachers want students to “analyse”?

- Teachers need to consider what they mean by “shape meaning”.
Does it relate to critical theory as to how meaning is created?
Does it link to representation and the critical theory of signs? Is
it the individual and collective interpretation of signs to
communicate our human experience and our representation of
the world therefore linking to the common module outlined in
the HSC English Prescriptions?
- The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines
“language concepts” as “an overarching term including language
forms and features, modes and pattern.” Must students focus
only on the example given (e.g. “motif”? What other “language
concepts” do teachers want students to explain?
- Teachers need to consider what they mean by “make meaning”.
Does it relate to critical theory as to how meaning is created?
Does it link to representation and the critical theory of signs? Is
it the individual and collective interpretation of signs to
communicate our human experience and our representation of
the world?
- Which “unfamiliar texts”? Who decides these? How many?
What exactly makes them “unfamiliar” for students? The fact
they haven’t read them? Or haven’t been exposed to the ideas
and/or language before?

apply knowledge and
experience of literary
devices in creating new
texts

- Teachers will need to determine by what they mean when they
want students to “apply knowledge and experience.” What
exactly does this mean? Is it to correctly identify? Explain?
Analyse? Is it all of those? With the words “in creating new
texts” it suggests that students have to be able use literary
devices in their own compositions, so is this what it means?
- How many literary devices?
- What types of “new texts”? How many?

evaluate how aspects of
style and form, in a range
of modes and media,
achieve deliberate
effects in sustained
compositions

- To what extent do teachers want their students to “evaluate”?
- Which aspects of “style and form”?
- What is the range of “modes and media”? How many? Will
these be selected by teachers or students?
- How will teachers define “deliberate effects”?
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to Consider
experiment with and
justify changes to textual
conventions, media and
technologies in adapting
or re-creating texts for
particular audiences and
contexts

- What do teachers mean by “experiment with”? Does it mean
use for the first time? Trying something in a new way? Both of
these?
- What does “justify changes” mean”? Does it mean to explain?
How does this relate to “changes”? Does this mean that
students need to reflect on the choices they made and explain
them?
- How many and what types of “textual conventions, media and
technologies”?
- Teachers will need to determine exactly how they want students
to adapt or re-create texts as well as the differences between
the two.
- Teachers will need to determine the “particular audiences and
contexts” of the adaptations and re-created texts.
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What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider

critically investigate a
wide range of complex
texts, including those by
and about Aboriginal
and/or Torres Strait
Islander people/s, in
order to think broadly,
deeply and flexibly in
imaginative, creative,
interpretive and
analytical ways

-

What exactly does “critically investigate” mean?

-

How many texts constitutes a “wide range”?

-

What does “complex texts” mean? Does it refer to the ideas in
the texts? The language used? Both? Does one aspect take
precedence over the other? Or are they both as important as
each other?

-

What exactly does “to think broadly, deeply and flexibly” mean
for teachers? How will students demonstrate this?

-

How many “imaginative, creative, interpretive and analytical
ways”? Can any of them be combined?

evaluate the influence of
the contexts of
composers and
responders on
perspectives and ideas

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “evaluate”?

-

How will students determine the “influence” of contexts? What
does this mean for teachers?

-

The context of the composer and how this influences
perspectives and ideas.

-

The context of the responder (student) and how this influences
perspectives and ideas.

-

Changes in perspectives and ideas between the contexts of the
composer and responder.

-

How many perspectives and ideas do students have to evaluate?

-

What does “engage critically and creatively” mean?

-

How many texts constitutes a “wide range of texts”? What does
“wide range” mean? A large number of one type of text e.g.
novels? Or a wide range of different texts e.g. novels, poetry,
plays etc?

-

Teachers need to work out their shared understanding of
“different critical perspectives”. Does it refer to literary
academic articles? Or just different perspectives? How many
perspectives? Do students need to reference others’ ideas, or do
they need to use this as the basis to form their own thoughts?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “analyse”?

-

How many “different language forms, features and structures”
need to be analysed? Do they each need to be analysed equally?

-

How many “different perspectives” need to be analysed? Does
each perspective need to be analysed in terms of language
forms, features and structures?

-

To what extent must students discuss representation?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “critically
evaluate”?

-

How many “figurative language and rhetorical devices” do
students need to critically evaluate? Does this need to occur
equally, or can some be critically evaluated more than others?

-

What do teachers mean by “represent concepts and shape
arguments”? To what extent does representation play a key
role?

engage critically and
creatively with a wide
range of texts which may
be informed by different
critical perspectives

analyse how different
language forms, features
and structures can be
used to represent
different perspectives

critically evaluate the use
of figurative language
and rhetorical devices to
represent concepts and
shape arguments, for
example symbolism,
metonymy, irony or
imagery
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What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

The examples given are “symbolism, metonymy, irony or
imagery” so do students need to only critically evaluate these?
Or can they critically evaluate others? Which other figurative
language and rhetorical devices should be critically evaluated?
How many? Does the student select them on their own? Or does
the teacher determine this?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “critically
evaluate”?

-

How many of their “own and others’ arguments, justifications,
evidence and points of view”? Who selects these? The student
or teacher?

-

Can “arguments, justifications, evidence and points of view” be
combined in any way to be critically evaluated? Or do they need
to be critically evaluated separately? Can some be critically
evaluated more in-depth than others?

analyse and evaluate the
effectiveness of
argument in imaginative,
informative and
persuasive texts

-

To what extent do students need to “analyse and evaluate”?

-

How will students determine the “effectiveness of argument”?

-

How many “imaginative, informative and persuasive texts”? Do
they all need to be analysed and evaluated equally? Or can one
type of text be the focus?

compose creative and
critical texts that affirm
or challenge ideas, values
and perspectives that are
represented in texts

-

How many “creative and critical texts” do students need to
“compose”?

-

How many “ideas, values and perspectives that are represented
in texts” do teachers want students to deal with in their
compositions? Does it have to be done equally? To what extent
does this link with the common module in the HSC English
Prescriptions for teachers?

-

What exactly are teachers looking for when students “affirm or
challenge”? Although it suggests that students can choose either
“affirm or challenge,” is this what teachers expect? Or do they
expect students to deal with both?

critically evaluate own
and others’ arguments,
justifications, evidence
and points of view
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What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

What exactly does “widely” mean? Does it refer to the number
of texts? If so, how many? Or does it refer to the variety of texts
and how challenging they may be?

-

What exactly are teachers looking for when students “compare
and contrast”? Does this refer to ideas? How language has been
used? Does it refer to both?

-

Are “wordplay, parody and hybridity” the only examples of
“patterns and conventions” that students to “compare and
contrast”? Are there others?

-

What kinds of “appropriations” should students consider? How
many? Are some more valuable than others for students?

-

What kinds of “new insights” do teachers want students to
reach?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “evaluate”?

-

Does “how” refer to form, structure and literary/visual/film
techniques?

-

What “expectations”? Whose “expectations”?

-

Do students have to evaluate all three of “reflect, confirm or
challenge” equally? Or could they evaluate less?

-

What “particular genres and styles”? Who determines what
these are?

analyse the ways in
which perspectives are
conveyed through texts
drawn from other times
and cultures, and how
these may be renewed
for a contemporary
Australian audience

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “analyse”?

-

Whose “perspectives”? Those in the text? How many
perspectives?

-

Which “other times and cultures”? How many? Who determines
this?

-

What do teachers understand by “how these may be renewed
for a contemporary Australian audience”? Does it require
students to suggest the text’s perspectives could be adapted to
today?

Compare and evaluate
the use of textual
conventions and patterns
in texts from different
contexts to deepen their
understanding of how
meaning is made

-

What “textual conventions and patterns” do teachers what
students to “compare and evaluate”? To what extent do
teachers want this to occur?

-

How many “different contexts”? Which ones?

-

What does “to deepen their understanding of how meaning is
made” mean? How will students demonstrate this?

analyse how composers
(authors, poets,
playwrights, directors
and so on) combine
elements from different
texts, sources and genres
to create new texts for
particular audiences and
purposes

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “analyse”?

-

What are teachers looking for in relation to “how” composers
“combine elements”?

-

How many “different texts, sources and genres”? What exactly
makes them “different”? Or does it just relate to a number?

-

What types of “new texts” are students expected to “create”?
Create how exactly? For which “audiences and purposes”?

read, listen and/or view
widely to compare and
contrast how composers
use patterns and
conventions in texts, for
example through
wordplay, parody and
hybridity, and the ways
in which appropriations
of earlier texts allow new
insights into original texts

evaluate how texts
reflect, confirm or
challenge expectations
associated with
particular genres and
styles
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critically analyse how
intertextuality and
textual appropriation
influence interpretation
and meaning

evaluate and discuss
whether textual
appropriations lead to a
deeper understanding of
the original text and their
own cultural context

adapt literary
conventions for specific
audiences, challenging
conventions and
reinterpreting ideas and
perspectives

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

To what extent do teachers want students to “critically
analyse”?

-

What do teachers mean by “how”?

-

The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines
“intertextuality” as “the associations or connections between
one text and other texts. Intertextual references can be more or
less explicit and self-conscious. They can take the form of direct
quotation, parody, allusion or structural borrowing (see
appropriation).”

-

The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus Glossary defines
“appropriation” as “taking an object of text from one context
and using it in another context. The process can allow new
insights into the original text or object and emphasises
contextual differences. Appropriation also gives extra insight
into the newly created or used text or object. Texts can be
appropriated for a range of purposes, including satirical
criticism, consideration of existing ideas in a new context and
exploration of cultural assumptions. The mass media frequently
appropriate words, images and icons from other cultural
contexts. Films and novels are often appropriations of earlier
texts.”

-

How is “influence” determined? By who?

-

What is meant by “interpretation and meaning”?

-

To what extent to teachers want students to “evaluate and
discuss”? Is this the order teachers want things to occur? Do
students have to present their judgement first and then discuss
it? Does “discuss” mean to explain? Justify? Analyse?

-

Does the student identify the “textual appropriations” to be
evaluated and discussed?

-

What does “lead to a deeper understanding” mean?

-

What does “cultural context” mean? Does it relate to society’s
values and attitudes? The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus
Glossary defines “culture” as “the social practices and ways of
thinking of a particular people or group, including shared beliefs,
values, knowledge, customs, lifestyle and artefacts.”

-

How do teachers want students to “adapt literary conventions”
exactly? Or do students determine this for themselves? Which
“literary conventions”? How many? Are they all valued equally
by teachers? If not, should teachers guide students to that
which will enable them to achieve higher along the
development continuum?

-

Which “specific audiences”? How are these determined? How
many?

-

How exactly are students going to challenge conventions,
reinterpret ideas and perspectives? Which conventions and
ideas? Who determines this? How many? Are they all valued
equally by teachers? If not, should teachers guide students to
that which will enable them to achieve higher along the
development continuum?
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What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

How are students to demonstrate their appreciation?

-

How are students to demonstrate their speculation?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to analyse?

-

Do teachers want students to “appreciate, analyse and
speculate” equally? Or can some be more in-depth than others?

-

What does the “power of language” mean?

-

To what extent do teachers think students need to focus on
representation?

-

What exactly about “personal and public worlds” do teachers
want their students to discuss? Can they be discussed
separately? Or is it better if they are linked? For example, how
one can influence the other?

-

Whose “critical reflection and pleasure”? How should students
demonstrate this? The English Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus
Glossary defines “critical” as “exploration of the quality of
argument, content, analysis, information or persuasion in oral,
visual or written text, to assess the ways in which themes, issues
or ideas are presented for the audience and purposes
intended.”

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “evaluate”?

-

How is “the effect of context” determined? By who? The English
Advanced Stage 6 Syllabus defines “context” as “the range of
personal, social, historical, cultural and workplace conditions in
which a text is responded to and composed.”

-

Which “social, moral and ethical perspectives in texts” do
students need to evaluate? Do they need to be evaluated
equally and individually? Or can they be combined? Can some
be evaluated more than others?

evaluate how texts,
including their own
compositions, are
influenced by personal,
social and cultural
contexts and recognise
how they are valued

-

To what extent do teachers want their students to “evaluate”?

-

Is evaluation here essentially asking students to reflect on texts
as well as their “own compositions” in relation to how contexts
influence texts?

-

How are students to recognise how texts are valued? Who
determines what is of value? Is this something students need to
consider?

evaluate and select
language forms, features
and structures of texts to
represent diverse human
experience, universal
themes and social,
cultural and historical
contexts

-

To what extent do teachers want their students to “evaluate”?

-

How will students “select language forms, features and
structures”? Does “select” mean to identify?

-

Does “represent diverse human experience” related to the HSC
common module from the HSC English Prescriptions? To what
extent do students need to discuss representation?

-

What exactly are teachers looking for in relation to “diverse
human experience, universal themes and social, cultural and
historical contexts”? Can they be discussed together?

evaluate how particular

-

To what extent do teachers want their students to “evaluate”?

appreciate, analyse and
speculate about the
power of language to
represent personal and
public worlds for critical
reflection and pleasure

evaluate the effect of
context on shaping
social, moral and ethical
perspectives in texts
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thematic, aesthetic,
generic and technological
elements represent
personal and public
worlds and reflect on
how this influences how
texts are valued

evaluate interpretations
of texts that derive from
different perspectives
and recognise how this
influences personal
composition and
response

experiment in own
compositions with the
different ways in which
form, personal style,
language and content
engage and position the
audience

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

Which “thematic, aesthetic, generic and technological
elements” need to be evaluated? How will students determine
these? Are some valued more highly by teachers than others?

-

To what extent do students have to focus on representation?

-

What exactly about “personal and public worlds” do teachers
want their students to discuss? Can they be discussed
separately? Or is it better if they are linked? For example, how
one can influence the other?

-

How are students to recognise how texts are valued? Who
determines what is of value? Is this something students need to
consider?

-

To what extent do teachers want their students to “evaluate”?

-

Which “interpretations of texts”? Do these derive from literary
academic articles? Or just different opinions?

-

How are students to demonstrate how they “recognise”? Are
students being asked to essentially reflect?

-

What do teachers mean in relation to “how”?

-

What is meant by “influences”? How are students to
demonstrate this?

-

Whose “personal composition and response?

-

How do teachers want students to “experiment”? Does it mean
for students to do something they haven’t done before? Is this
fair since experimenting for the first time is quite different to
being successful at something?

-

What does “different ways” mean?

-

How will the notion of “engage and position the audience” be
determined exactly?
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What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

What does “explore” mean? Identify and explain?

-

What exactly does “the ways that texts” mean? Does it mean
that students have to discuss form, structure,
language/visual/film techniques?

-

To what extent do teachers want students to discuss
representation? Does this link in any way to the HSC common
module from the HSC English Prescriptions?

-

What does “alternative ways of seeing the world” mean for
teachers and students?

critically evaluate the
effect of engaging with
other cultures and values
through texts on their
own perspectives and
values

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “critically
evaluate”?

-

Who determines what the “effect” is? What is it?

-

How are students expected to engage with other cultures and
values? What exactly is meant by the term “engaging”?

-

How is the student to determine “their own perspectives and
values”?

evaluate and reflect on
values and perspectives
in texts from different
historical and cultural
contexts, including their
own

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “evaluate and
reflect”?

-

Which “values and perspectives” do teachers want students to
evaluated and reflect on? Do teachers decide this? Do students?
Do the values and perspectives need to be discussed separately
or together?

-

If students are to evaluate and reflect on values and
perspectives from “different historical and cultural contexts,
including their own” does this mean that students are
essentially comparing and contrasting values and perspectives
from the different contexts?

evaluate and reflect on
the relationship between
representations of
significant historical and
cultural events and
figures, and their
representations in texts

-

To what extent do teachers want their students to “evaluate
and reflect”?

-

What exactly are teachers looking for in relation to the
“relationship between representations of significant historical
and cultural events and figures, and their representations in
texts”? What is meant by the term “relationship”? Does it refer
to accuracy? Truth? Objectivity? To what extent do teachers
want their students to focus on issues surrounding
“representation”?

understand the
contemporary
application of Aboriginal
cultural protocols in the
production of texts in
order to protect
Indigenous cultural and
intellectual property

-

How do teachers want students to demonstrate their
understanding?

-

What are “the contemporary application of Aboriginal cultural
protocols in the production of texts”?

-

Do teachers want their students to explain the link between
cultural protocols and how this protects “Indigenous cultural
and intellectual property”?

explore the ways that
texts represent
alternative ways of
seeing the world
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What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

To what extent do teachers want their students to “critically
reflect”?

-

What exactly is meant by “critically reflect”?

-

Do teachers expect students to discuss “imagery and allusion”
only since these are presented as examples? Or do teachers
want students to identify and discuss other “particular uses of
language”? Can one be discussed more than others?

-

What “values and perspectives” need to be discussed?

analyse and evaluate
how personal and
cultural assumptions can
be inferred from
particular uses of
language, for example
figurative language, irony
and rhetoric

-

To what extent do teachers want their students to “analyse and
evaluate”?

-

What does “how” mean?

-

What “personal and cultural assumptions”? Does this relate to
reflecting on one’s values and ideas?

-

Are “figurative language, irony and rhetoric” the only “particular
uses of language” that teachers want students to analyse and
evaluate? If not, which others? Do they have to be analysed and
evaluated equally?

evaluate cultural
assumptions in texts
from different personal,
social, historical and
cultural contexts,
including Aboriginal
and/or Torres Strait
Islander people/s and
people with Asian
heritage

-

To what extent do teachers want their students to “evaluate”?

-

What “cultural assumptions” do students need to evaluate?
How many? Does the teacher determine these? Or the student?

-

How explicit does the student need to make the link between
“cultural assumptions” and “different personal, social, historical
and cultural contexts”? Do cultural assumptions need to be
made between each of the contexts? Or can they be combined?

evaluate, select and
adapt significant
elements of texts to
represent or reinterpret
cultural assumptions in
texts

-

How will students determine the “significant elements” to
“evaluate, select and adapt”?

-

How do teachers want students to “represent or reinterpret
cultural assumptions in texts”? Which cultural assumptions?

critically reflect on the
way particular uses of
language, for example
imagery and allusion,
convey values and
perspectives in texts
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What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider

reflect on and discuss
personal preferences and
insights gained from
familiarity with a wide
repertoire of complex
texts

-

What exactly do teachers want to see when students “reflect on
and discuss”?

-

What kinds of “personal preferences and insights gained”? Does
this mean students need to explain what they have learnt and
why?

-

How is a “wide repertoire of complex texts” determined? Who
determines the complexity of the texts? The teacher or student?
Would this differ for each student? If so, would the complexity
of a text (or lack thereof) impact a student’s achievement?

select, adapt and create
individual and
collaborative processes
that are effective for a
range of learning
contexts

-

How should students determine “individual and collaborative
processes” that need to be selected, adapted and created? Does
this mean that in a group task, students allocate roles according
to their strengths and weaknesses and modify these according
to the group’s needs?

-

How will the effectiveness be determined? By who?

-

Who will determine the “range of learning contexts”? What are
they?

express the pleasures
and difficulties, successes
and challenges
experienced in
independent and
collaborative work in
order to improve
practices

-

What do teachers mean by “express”? Does it mean to explain?
Reflect on? Both?

-

Do students need to discuss what did and did not work well
individually and as part of a group? How in-depth does this need
to occur? Do they need to provide specific examples? Do they
need to explain the problem, why it was a problem and what
they did to resolve the issue?

-

Does “to improve practices” mean that the student needs to
state what they would do differently in future?

reflect on their
development as skilful
and confident
composers, in particular
how they have
experimented with and
refined language choices
to establish a distinctive
personal style

-

Does “reflect on” mean to explain?

-

How will students determine their own “development as skilful
and confident composers” to “establish a distinctive personal
style”?

-

Do students need to provide specific examples of how they
“experimented with and refined language choices”? If so, how
many examples? How do teachers want students to link their
examples to their explanations?

use appropriate
metalanguage and
textual forms to assess
and reflect on their own
learning and that of
others

-

How do teachers want students to “use appropriate
metalanguage and textual forms”?

-

Which metalanguage and textual forms?

-

What does “assess and reflect on” mean? How do teachers want
students to do this?

Critically evaluate
feedback from others
and make adjustments to
improve responding and
composing in a range of
learning contexts

-

To what extent do teachers want students to “critically evaluate
feedback from others and make adjustments”? How are they to
do this? Does this mean that students use teacher feedback to
improve their work and then decide the extent to which the
feedback was useful and their implementation of it?

-

What are the “range of learning contexts”? Who determines
these?
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independently reflect on
and experiment with
their own processes of
responding to and
composing texts

What Should Students Demonstrate? Examples of Things Teachers
Need to Consider
-

How do teachers want their students to “independently reflect
on and experiment”? Could this content point be subsumed by
others?
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